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Filled with people in bombastic outfits and brightly colored cars, the streets of Atlanta 
were buzzing. Prominent black individuals from all over the United States packed the Southern 
city in the fall of 1970 to see the return of boxing champion Muhammad Ali to the ring. Black 
celebrities such as Sidney Poitier, Henry Aaron, and members of The Supremes attended the 
fight, as well as key civil rights figures like Coretta Scott King and Rev. Ralph Abernathy.1 
Sports Illustrated’s Mark Kram called the crowd “the most startling assembly of black power 
and black money ever displayed.”2 Los Angeles businessman Clarence Howard alleged that 
“There was a greater collection of ‘players’ housed at the Regency Hyatt House in Atlanta… 
then there are in the NFL.”3 Boxing historian Bert Sugar described the scene as “Gone with the 
Wind turned upside-down.”4 The velvet, leather, and fur clothes combined with the custom, 
colorful limousines created a surreal scene in Atlanta.5 Ali’s comeback fight showed the 
magnitude of black power in the new South to the nation in the immediate aftermath of the civil 
rights movement. 
The scene peaked on October 26, 1970, when Ali knocked out white boxer Jerry Quarry 
in the third round in front of a packed house at Atlanta’s Civic Auditorium.6 The bout had added 
significance for Ali because it marked his first fight in over three years. The champion boxer 
refused to be drafted into the U.S. Armed Forces for the Vietnam War, citing religious and 
 
1 Leigh Montville, Sting like a Bee : Muhammad Ali vs. the United States of America, 1966-1971, First edition. 
(New York: Doubleday, 2017). 
2 Mark Kram, “Smashing Return of the Old Ali,” Sports Illustrated, November 2, 1970. 
3 “Ali Fans Came Dressed to Kill for Days,” Los Angeles Sentinel (Los Angeles), October 29, 1970. 
4 David Davis, “Knockout: An Oral History of Muhammad Ali, Atlanta, and the Fight Nobody Wanted,” Atlanta 
Magazine, October 1, 2005. 
5 “Ali Fans Came Dressed to Kill for Days,” Los Angeles Sentinel. 
6 Davis, “Knockout," Atlanta Magazine.  
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political beliefs. Every state in the country systematically denied him a boxing license and every 
sanctioned boxing commission stripped him of each of his heavyweight titles.7 So how did 
Atlanta, a city in the heart of the deep South without a celebrated boxing past, manage to host a 
fight featuring the world’s most famous and controversial athlete?8 Why did city leaders want to 
host such a divisive fighter in a conservative area of the country?  
While Ali is the focus of his fight against Quarry, those in charge of the Southern city 
that hosted the fight aspired for the rest of the nation to recognize Atlanta as a “modern” city as it 
attempted to move out of the Civil Rights era. The Ali fight was another example of civic leaders 
in Atlanta using athletics to boost their city’s national profile. In the preceding five years, the city 
welcomed three professional sports franchises and built a major, multi-sport municipal stadium 
just south of downtown Atlanta. Business leaders and politicians, led by Atlanta Mayor Ivan 
Allen Jr., partnered to attract teams to their city. All three major sports leagues – the National 
Basketball Association, the National Football League, and Major League Baseball – chose 
Atlanta to host their first franchises in the Deep South.  
Atlanta’s unique demographics also allowed the fight to happen. The city’s population 
was over 50% African American and featured a biracial governing coalition in 1970 that gave 
African American legislators significant political clout. Leroy Johnson, the first African 
American state senator in Georgia since Reconstruction, broached the idea of an Ali fight to 
white Atlanta mayor Sam Massell. Georgia’s lack of a state boxing commission meant that Ali 
did not need a license to fight in the state. The last remaining hurdle for the fight was the 
 
7  “Muhammad Ali Refuses Army Induction,” History.com, accessed March 2, 2020, https://www.history.com/this-
day-in-history/muhammad-ali-refuses-army-induction. 




approval of Governor and arch-segregationist Lester Maddox, who Massell managed to convince 
based on Maddox’s belief in second chances. 9 The lack of an organized boxing apparatus was 
not the primary reason that Ali was able to fight in Atlanta, though. Johnson, Massell, and other 
local politicians in Atlanta realized that they would not be voted out of office for hosting an Ali 
fight due to his status as a hero among the black community in Atlanta and in America. The fight 
would also continue to promote the economic ambitions of city leaders in Atlanta and blend 
nicely with the city’s “A City Too Busy to Hate” marketing tagline. The slogan, created by 
Mayor William Hartsfield in the 1950s, centered around the idea that the citizens of Atlanta put 
racial conflict aside to focus on the common good of the city, specifically its economic ambition.  
Atlanta’s political and economic elite have used sports to promote the city’s status on an 
international scale from the mid-1960s to present day. Sports originally provided a way to boost 
Atlanta’s national and international reputation as a major and modern city, which then helped 
drive the city’s prospects for business and economic growth. However, the acquisition of these 
sports teams and events has almost always had major tradeoffs. In return for the large-scale 
municipal gain that sports can provide, Atlanta’s leaders used either public money or public land 
to fund and build sports stadiums, housing for the Olympic Village, and other large-scale 
projects. In several cases, teams promised to use their stadiums to develop the area around the 
stadiums, only to leave those promises unfulfilled. This thesis will explore the relationship 
between sports and economic development in the South’s most influential city since the Civil 
Rights movement. Many other cities have used major sports to accomplish the same goals as 
Atlanta. However, Atlanta’s racial dynamics and unique social structure have intertwined with 
 
9 John Matthew Smith, “The Resurrection: Atlanta, Racial Politics, and the Return of Muhammad Ali,” Southern 
Cultures 21, no. 2 (2015). 
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sports in a variety of ways, which this paper will explore in depth. This thesis argues that 
Atlanta’s political and business leaders have used major professional sports teams and events to 
advance the city’s international reputation and business prospects, often without the input or 
even to the detriment of the city’s impoverished, predominately black lower class. Frequently, 
these leaders would even present major sports as beneficial to all Atlantans, when they would 
often only directly help the city’s upper- and middle-classes. 
The significance of this paper lies in both how Atlanta’s civic leaders have attempted to 
position the city since the end of the Civil Rights era and in how the sports industry reveals the 
true priorities and beliefs of both city officials and the city’s inhabitants. Large moments in the 
sports industry serve as inflection points to Atlanta throughout the last 50+ years, as the scope of 
the moments reveals the true priorities of the leaders involved in the process of making 
decisions. While Atlanta has certainly had many important sporting moments on the field or on 
the court, the racial, social, and economic factors surrounding the construction of each major 
stadium and the arrival of each team makes the topic worth studying. These variables include the 
influence of Atlanta’s business community, the goals of various local politicians, and the impact 
on those living in impoverished, largely black neighborhoods that surrounded the events and 
stadiums. While the leaders of other cities attempted to grow their national status and city’s 
economic prospects through sports, Atlanta had the additional challenge of changing the 
international opinion of the city. At the end of the Civil Rights movement, Atlanta had not 
separated themselves from other major Southern cities such as Birmingham and Charlotte in the 
eyes of many Americans. Atlanta’s civic leaders hoped that becoming a “Major League City,” 
and eventually a global city with the Summer Olympics, would overcome a stigma of racism 
associated with the American Southeast. However, in the process of attaining those sporting 
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events, those same city leaders demonstrated the lack of progress in ensuring that all Atlantans, 
regardless of class or race, benefitted from the result of Atlanta’s civic blossoming. The sporting 
events may not be altogether different from many other cities, but the opinions of those 
observing Atlanta’s actions give insight into the progress of civic growth and race relations in 
Atlanta throughout three distinct time periods over a transformative 50-year period. 
Atlanta’s unique racial and social dynamics make it one of the most fascinating cities in 
the country, if not the world. The mostly black city proper is surrounded by a heavily populated 
ring of suburbs that are mostly white, creating a city-suburb dynamic that involves both race and 
class. The city is also unique considering its broader surroundings. Outside of Atlanta, the state 
of Georgia has just a few other major cities and is still largely conservative. However, the metro 
Atlanta area makes up more than half of the population of Georgia, and the area’s influence over 
state politics and decision making continues to grow.10 Atlanta is also fascinating to study 
considering its national reputation. In 1966, the year the Braves moved to Atlanta, the city was a 
regional economic center still navigating the Civil Rights era. Over the last 50 years, though, 
Atlanta grew into the largest Southern city east of Texas and into a hotspot for American 
business and multi-national corporations. By examining sporting events throughout this period in 
Atlanta, we can gain insight into the true motivations of city leaders and examine how these city 
leaders use sports to further their goals. Also, the reaction to these events can demonstrate 
whether the civic leaders achieved these goals or whether the sporting events were popular with 
Atlanta’s inhabitants. While Atlanta, like many other cities, used sports to foster civic growth, 
 




their unique history with race turns the city’s interactions with sports into valuable insights about 
Atlanta’s civic leadership and race relations. 
Other scholarship considers the economic and social impact of certain sections of my 
overall thesis, such as Allen’s construction of Atlanta-Fulton County Stadium, the deliberate 
racial divide of the early Atlanta Hawks, and a wealth of academic literature on the 1996 
Summer Olympic Games. However, there is very little academic research that ties together the 
history of Atlanta’s big sporting moments since the 1966 breakthrough despite many similar 
decisions from public officials and common themes throughout. Furthermore, the flurry of 
stadium activity in the early 2010s is still relatively recent to the publishing of this paper, so this 
will be the first academic study that evaluates the two different stadiums and the socioeconomic 
implications of those decisions. I hope that this paper fills a void while accomplishing two 
objectives: first, documenting the decisions based around sports that have been made by 
prominent Atlanta politicians and businesspeople; and second, giving insight into the evolution 
of Atlanta as a city through major sporting moments. 
There have been histories of Atlanta sports since the arrival of the Braves in 1966, but 
most of these pieces focus on the on-field accomplishments of these franchises and usually just 
focus on one franchise at a time. Several academic pieces document the arrival of Atlanta’s three 
professional sports teams in the mid-1960s. “Sports Page Boosterism,” by William B. Anderson, 
examines the use of newspapers by Atlanta’s civic leaders to promote the capture of the Braves 
from Milwaukee. Anderson’s piece, however, spends significant time exploring Milwaukee’s 
role in the saga and does not discuss the Falcons or Hawks, focusing more on the team rather 
than the city of Atlanta. “‘You’re in the New South, Brother’: The Atlanta Hawks and Race, 
1968-1971” by Thomas Aiello considers the Hawks’ move to Atlanta and how the ownership 
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made roster decisions based on race rather than talent. Aiello’s piece only focuses on the Hawks, 
though, rather than the city’s entire sports landscape.  
The existing scholarship on the Atlanta Olympics is plentiful, as every Olympics gets 
dissected through scholarly articles with a wide variety of subtopics or angles. There are 
dissertations and books far longer than this paper on different parts of every modern Olympics. 
For example, articles about the 1996 Centennial Summer Olympics in Atlanta include “Olympic 
Strategy of Downtown Atlanta Business Elites,” by Tuna Bathuan; “Displacement and the Racial 
State in Olympic Atlanta,” by Seth Gustafson; and “An Olympic Relay Race: Passing Atlanta’s 
Public Housing to Public-Private Partnerships from the 1996 Olympic Games to Today,” by 
William J. Diehl. However, this paper stands apart from these detailed articles, which are based 
on specific subsets of Atlanta’s Games, because of how it utilizes the Olympic period. Rather 
than do a deep dive into any one aspect of the Olympics, it devotes a chapter to properly placing 
the Olympics within the larger history of public policy, urban development, race relations, and 
civic growth through sports in Atlanta. Some articles explore these subjects in greater detail, but 
this paper will directly contextualize them in Atlanta’s larger history. 
Finally, the existing scholarship for my third chapter is almost nonexistent given the 
relative recency of the events that this paper chronicles. This thesis will be completed in 2020, 
and the new stadiums for both the Falcons and Braves were just completed in 2017. Most of the 
sources in this thesis are primary newspaper articles, while the closest things to academic 
scholarship are longform magazine articles and data analysis about the economic impact of the 
new stadiums. This thesis hopes to be one of the first major scholarly pieces about the creation of 
both Truist Park (formerly SunTrust Park) and Mercedes-Benz Stadium, positioning them as the 
next major wave of activity in the sports industry in Atlanta. While there will certainly be more 
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detailed scholarship about both stadiums in the future, this thesis will analyze the preliminary 
results and contextualize their impact just a few years after opening. 
The sources for my thesis are primarily newspaper articles, books, and scholarly articles. 
I also conducted four firsthand interviews and did primary source research at Emory University’s 
Stuart A. Rose Manuscript, Archives, and Rare Book Library in Atlanta in order to supplement 
my research. The interviews include former Atlanta Mayor and United States Ambassador to the 
U.N., Andrew Young; former member of the Atlanta Committee for the Olympic Games, Susan 
Ayers Watson; head of security for the Atlanta Braves, Vernon Nix; and senior advisor for the 
Atlanta Braves, Jim Williams. The main newspaper that I have drawn from is the Atlanta 
Journal-Constitution, two papers that merged in 2001. I also draw heavily from Atlanta-specific 
publications, such as the Atlanta Daily World, Atlanta Business Chronicle, Business Atlanta, 
Atlanta Magazine, Curbed Atlanta, GPB News, ATL.com, WSB TV, and WABE Atlanta. I 
supplemented Atlanta-centric sources with large national newspapers and magazines, including 
the Chicago Tribune, New York Times, Wall Street Journal, Washington Post, Los Angeles 
Times, USA Today, Sports Illustrated, Sun Sentinel, The Globe and Mail, Christian Science 
Monitor, CBC News, Ebony, and Forbes. I used digital sources such as Vice, Market Watch, the 
LA84 Digital Library, CNN.com, Sports Business Daily, Georgia Encyclopedia, Mental Floss, 
Saporta Report, Pro Football Talk, FOX Sports, and ESPN.com. Finally, I supported my primary 
research with several secondary sources, including books and scholarly articles.  
The books split into the two types of historiography that this thesis focuses on – sports 
and Atlanta. Books about sports include The Games: A Global History of the Olympics, by David 
Goldblatt; And They Call Them Games, by Richard Yarbrough; and I Had a Hammer: The Hank 
Aaron Story, by Hank Aaron. Books about Atlanta’s history include Andrew Young and the 
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Making of Modern Atlanta, by Andrew Young; Race and the Shaping of Twentieth-Century 
Atlanta by Ronald Bayor; Where Peachtree Meets Sweet Auburn: A Saga of Race and Family, by 
Gary Pomerantz; and White Flight: Atlanta and the Making of Modern Conservatism, by Kevin 
Kruse. The articles consist of “‘You’re in the New South Brother’: The Atlanta Hawks and Race, 
1968-1970,” by Thomas Aiello in The Georgia Historical Quarterly and “Sports Page 
Boosterism,” in American Journalism by William B. Anderson. 
The first chapter details the arrival of three major professional sports teams between 1966 
and 1968 and how they indicated the desire of Atlanta’s civic leaders to launch their city into a 
new era. However, the process of introducing pro sports to Atlanta also demonstrated how white 
civic leaders could act quickly and unilaterally to make decisions for the city without much input 
from nearby, adversely affected communities. The use of sports by Atlanta’s political and 
business leaders for promotion of the city began when the Atlanta Braves of Major League 
Baseball relocated from Milwaukee. The Braves were followed by the expansion Atlanta Falcons 
of the National Football League later in 1966, as well as the arrival of Atlanta Hawks of the 
National Basketball Association from St. Louis in 1968. Obtaining sports teams aligned with 
Mayor Ivan Allen Jr’s pro-business, boosterism mindset, as he and other leading figures used 
these teams to publicize Atlanta as a “major-league city.”  
The acquisition of these franchises was not without a social cost, however. Allen used 
land previously set aside for public housing to build Atlanta-Fulton County Stadium, the home of 
the Braves and the Falcons, just south of downtown Atlanta. The stadium’s construction, along 
with subsequent acres of concrete parking lots surrounding the building, furthered the economic 
decline of Atlanta’s predominately African American Summerhill neighborhood that surrounded 
the stadium site. Allen also built the stadium in just under a year, giving political representatives 
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for the area little time to interject to the building’s construction. The owner of the Atlanta Hawks 
basketball team also dismantled a winning team to build a less talented, mostly white basketball 
team because he believed that the team could not draw fans with black players in Atlanta. The 
introduction of professional sports to Atlanta meant to demonstrate that the city was ready to 
move out of the civil rights era but instead demonstrated that white business leaders and 
politicians still made decisions with little regard for the city’s black population. However, the 
first chapter also examines the ascent of Hank Aaron, the black outfielder for the Atlanta Braves, 
as he became the city’s first superstar athlete. The first chapter explores reactions to the 
establishment of the three teams and the construction of Atlanta’s first major stadium. It also 
examines both how professional sports impacted the national opinion of Atlanta as well as how 
Atlantans viewed these teams and events.  
The second chapter covers the next significant wave of Atlanta sports activity in the late 
1980s and 1990s, when a group of prominent Atlantans launched a bid to become the third U.S. 
city to host the Summer Olympic Games. After using the Braves and other sports teams to help 
establish Atlanta as a national city, a group of mostly white Atlanta business leaders and 
politicians attempted to win the Olympics in order to demonstrate that Atlanta had become a 
truly global, international city. Atlanta lawyer Billy Payne organized a group of civic boosters to 
launch a bid for the 1996 Olympics. Despite Atlanta’s relatively unknown status around the 
world, as well as the fact that they were competing against Athens for the Centennial Olympic 
Games, Payne and company shocked the world to snatch the 1996 Games.  
Atlanta’s Olympics received mixed reactions from around the world, despite financial 
success and TV ratings that smashed existing records. The criticism came for the rampant 
commercialism present at the Olympics, as well as several logistical issues and problems that 
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drudged up stereotypes that people related to Atlanta and the Southern United States. The city of 
Atlanta and the Atlanta Committee for the Olympic Games (ACOG) dealt with criticism 
surrounding the Confederate portion of Georgia’s state flag, as well as the decision to hold 
events at Stone Mountain given its carving of three Confederate generals. Stricter loitering laws 
aimed at the homeless and one-way bus tickets out of Atlanta gave international media the 
impression that Atlanta’s city officials forced impoverished citizens out of the city. Atlanta’s 
housing authorities also tore down housing projects to build the Olympic Village. While Atlanta 
became a city known around the world during the Olympics, the Games also demonstrated some 
of the difficulties that the city faced in moving beyond its racial history and status as a regional 
Southern city. Ultimately, the second chapter explores the Atlanta’s 1996 Olympics as a 
referendum both on the relationship between civic leaders and Atlanta’s population, as well as on 
how media from around the world viewed Atlanta’s attempts to reach a tier of top international 
cities through a business- and event-centered approach. 
Finally, the third chapter examines the next wave of Atlanta stadium building in the early 
2010s, which demonstrated the lessons that team owners and local politicians learned on using a 
stadium to create urban development in downtown Atlanta. The Atlanta Braves and Atlanta 
Falcons both built sparkling new stadiums but took different approaches to do so. The new 
stadiums also served as a reminder of the social and racial demographics by comparing the fan 
bases of two major professional sports teams. The football Falcons and owner Arthur Blank 
funded most of the new stadium’s construction costs, taking less public money from the city in 
order to stay downtown. Blank also created community development programs for the 
impoverished Vine City and English Avenue neighborhoods next to the stadium. The football 
stadium would be the first Atlanta stadium to drive growth in nearby areas rather than stifle it.  
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The baseball Braves took a stadium deal funded mostly by taxpayer money in Atlanta’s 
suburbs where they could control and build a significant retail development around the stadium. 
The Braves became the first professional team to play their home games outside of downtown, a 
testament to the city’s unique metro area sprawl as well as a good demonstration of both the 
racial demographics and evolving economic potential of that same metro area. Many critics also 
related the Braves’ move to race, as they moved from their traditional location in the heart of the 
largely black Summerhill neighborhood to the predominately white Cobb County. Furthermore, 
the actions of Atlanta Mayor Kasim Reed and Cobb County Commissioner Tim Lee 
demonstrated the shifting dynamics between city and suburbs. While Reed and Atlanta played 
hardball in negotiations with the Braves, offering less public money for stadium renovations, Lee 
and Cobb County offered the team a deal with mostly public funding and a higher level of 
control over the area. Unlike Ivan Allen in the 1960s, Reed no longer felt like the city had to 
make a bad deal to keep a sports team downtown, while the growth of the metro Atlanta area 














The Hammer and the Pistol: Atlanta’s Introduction to Professional Sport, 1964-1974 
 
I. Introduction  
Over 50,000 people in attendance and millions more watching at home held their breath 
collectively as Hank Aaron slammed Los Angeles Dodger Al Downing’s 1-0 pitch high into the 
Atlanta night. As Aaron’s 715th career home run cleared the left-center field fence, the stadium 
exploded into a cacophony of joy as the built-up tension left Atlanta-Fulton County Stadium. 
Aaron rounded the bases slowly, joined by a few field-storming fans along his route home. When 
he touched home plate, Aaron’s family and teammates swarmed Aaron along with members of 
the press.11 On April 15, 1974, a man had finally hit more career home runs in the major leagues 
than the legendary New York Yankee Babe Ruth. Vin Scully, the legendary announcer for the 
Dodgers, captured the moment on his radio call. “What a marvelous moment for baseball. What 
a marvelous moment for Atlanta and the state of Georgia. What a marvelous moment for the 
country and the world. A black man is getting a standing ovation in the Deep South for breaking 
a record of an all-time baseball idol.”12  
Aaron may have broken Ruth’s record as a member of the Milwaukee Braves if not for 
the civic boosterism of Atlanta’s local government and business leaders that brought the Braves 
and two other major professional sports teams to the city in the late 1960s. Before 1966, the 
biggest sport in Atlanta was the all-white Georgia Tech college football team, which played in 
the heart of downtown Atlanta and did not racially integrate until 1970. Between 1966 to 1968, 
 
11 “Vin Scully Calls Hank Aaron’s Historic 715th Home Run,” Major League Baseball, November 13, 2014, video, 
4:38, accessed October 13, 2019, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QjqYThEVoSQ. 
12 “Vin Scully Calls Hank Aaron’s Historic 715th Home Run.”  
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though, Atlanta welcomed three new professional sports franchises from the country’s three 
biggest leagues: Major League Baseball, the National Basketball Association and the National 
Football League. This wave of team acquisitions reflected the growing economic ambitions of 
the city’s leaders and their attempts to push Atlanta’s national image away from the South’s 
unflattering history of racism and segregation. However, the implementation and early years of 
Atlanta’s sporting experiment demonstrated the prioritization of white business and appearance 
of improved race relations in the city at the expense of Atlanta’s impoverished black community.  
II. The Coalition and Racial Politics in Atlanta 
When all three major sports franchises arrived in the city, Atlanta still had a white mayor, 
Ivan Allen Jr., and many influential white businessmen involved in city affairs. However, the 
city’s base of black political power had grown steadily since the 1920s and played a key role in 
Atlanta’s municipal politics. Black political power in the city traced back to the early 20th 
century. The establishment of an Atlanta NAACP chapter in 1917 began to give the city’s black 
population avenues for political expression. 13 In 1932, black Atlantans played a crucial role in 
warding off a recall vote for Atlanta mayor James L. Key. The strength of Atlanta’s black 
political base came from their ability to mobilize, as they consistently ran registration drives and 
ensured the flow of information to all eligible black voters. The organization of black voters in 
Atlanta thwarted efforts to repress the black vote that occurred frequently in other Southern 
cities, consequently lowering the need for Atlanta’s black community to protest. In a 1966 New 
York Times article, referencing Birmingham’s history of violent racial conflict, one black civic 
leader said, “Atlanta has always been on the verge of being Birmingham. It has been very 
 




different than Birmingham, but without Negro votes it wouldn’t have been,”.14 This black 
political influence forced white politicians to campaign for black votes, beginning with William 
Hartsfield’s second stint as mayor of Atlanta. During his first term as mayor, from 1937-1941, 
Hartsfield routinely ignored the city’s black community.15 An Atlanta Journal report that black 
voters would be supporting Hartsfield’s opponent, Dan Bridges, even increased the white vote 
for Hartsfield and helped him win back his position as mayor in 1942.  
However, in 1944, the Supreme Court declared that a white primary in Texas was 
unconstitutional, striking down a mechanism used by Georgia and many other Southern states to 
repress African American votes. Never short on determination, Atlanta’s black citizens now had 
legal backing to supplement their efficient organization and could begin to assert their opinion in 
local elections. Hartsfield then recognized the potential growth of the voting power in Atlanta’s 
black community, so throughout the remainder of the 1940s and the 1950s, Hartsfield set policy 
with a key goal in mind: keep the favor of Atlanta’s black political opinion leaders and avoid the 
race-based violence that plagued other Southern cities.16 While Atlanta’s governing coalition, 
made up of whites from Atlanta’s Northside and older black opinion leaders, worked together to 
grow the city’s economy, the racial tensions underneath the coalition always made it an uneasy 
union. The city’s black leaders realized that white leaders such as Hartsfield and Coca-Cola 
magnate Robert Woodruff were not focused on civil rights issues facing the city. While white 
members of the committee recognized the importance of satiating the black voting base, black 
leaders saw the legislature as a vessel for creating racial change.17 As historian Kevin Kruse 
 
14 Reese Cleghorn, “Allen of Atlanta Collides With Black Power and White Racism: Allen of Atlanta,” New York 
Times, (New York, NY), October 16, 1966. 
15 Bayor, Race and the Shaping of Twentieth-Century Atlanta, 1996. 
16 Bayor. 
17 Kevin M. Kruse, White Flight: Atlanta and the Making of Modern Conservatism (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 2007). 
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describes, “affluent whites… acquiesced to limited (racial) changes in hopes of presenting a 
positive public image for themselves, their city, and, most importantly, their business interests.”18 
The city’s white business leaders saw an opportunity to pitch racial change and progress to the 
rest of the nation, despite any harbored racial sentiments. Even Mayor Hartsfield, who created 
the “City Too Busy to Hate” tagline, was an innate segregationist who buried any preconceived 
racial biases for success in the political arena.  
 The unique voting bloc made up of white and black community leaders entered the 1960s 
on tumultuous ground due to a series of student-led protests over the city’s segregated policies. 
On March 9, 1960, student leaders from six of Atlanta’s historical black universities wrote a 
letter titled “An Appeal for Human Rights” to all major Atlanta newspapers. The letter 
announced that Atlanta’s black youth would not “wait placidly for those rights which are already 
legally and morally ours to be meted out to us once at a time.”19 The students also called out the 
city’s segregated conditions and its political leaders, saying that they “cannot tolerate… the 
discriminatory conditions under which the Negro is living today in Atlanta, Georgia- supposedly 
one of the most progressive cities in the South.”20 Students such as Julian Bond and activists like 
Martin Luther King, Jr. protested publicly against the segregation policy at the lunch counter at 
Rich’s department store, a prominent Atlanta business.21 Atlanta police arrested many protestors, 
including King, which led to turmoil around the city’s downtown economic hub.22 Ray Wilkins, 
the executive secretary of the NAACP, blamed Southern political legislatures for the movement. 
 
18 Kruse. 
19 “An Appeal for Human Rights,” Atlanta Daily World (Atlanta, GA), March 9, 1960. 
20 “An Appeal for Human Rights.” 
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“(The system) was sustained through restrictive legislation enacted by the southern state 
legislatures and the ruthless application of economic and cultural force wielded by those whom 
the system benefitted,” said Wilkins.23 While the protests took place throughout the South, their 
spread to Atlanta demonstrated the discontentment that many African Americans felt about the 
city’s conditions for its black citizens. However, the city’s older black political leaders ardently 
opposed the protests, arguing that such radical action would hurt any ongoing negotiations to 
change the policy. 24 In late 1961, the biracial governing coalition reached a deal to desegregate 
the city’s lunch counters.25 Even still, student leaders and other activists like King opposed the 
settlement deal because desegregation would not be enacted until 1962, a full year later. The 
student protests certainly had an impact, though, as future mayor Ivan Allen Jr. admitted that he 
didn’t “think that we would have ever gotten the action… had it not been for the 
demonstrations.”26 The discontent of young black Atlantans demonstrated that the members of 
the biracial governing coalition, both white and black, cared more about perceived racial 
progressiveness than fixing racial issues in Atlanta. 
 As the Civil Rights movement gained momentum in the American South, Ivan Allen, 
Jr.’s election to the office of mayor in 1961 continued Atlanta’s path of progressive policies and 
economic growth. Allen followed Hartsfield’s direction of courting the coalition vote despite 
racial discontent from the younger black community. In a 1961 mayoral run-off against arch-
segregationist and future Georgia governor Lester Maddox, Allen received 99.4% of the black 
vote and only 47.9% of the white vote because Allen positioned himself as an agent for 
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harmonious race relations.27 Allen noted the impossibility of the city’s desired economic growth 
without establishing a system that worked for both the black and white communities, citing Little 
Rock, Arkansas as an example. Racial turmoil wrecked Little Rock in the late 1950s, as 
population growth ground to a halt and business expansion to the city stopped due to the city’s 
famous opposition to school integration.28 In order to advance the city’s economic standing, 
Allen knew that he must appease the city’s black leaders in a period during which the civil rights 
movement came to a head.  
To the national public, Allen seemed to be a driving force for racial progress in a 
prominent Southern city. After his death in 2003, The New York Times credited Allen “with 
helping Atlanta desegregate peacefully during the 1960s when other Southern cities erupted in 
violence.”29 The Atlanta Journal-Constitution described Allen’s term as “a period when Atlanta 
became the quintessential thriving Sun Belt metropolis, displaying at least the illusion of racial 
balance.”30  From Allen’s inauguration in 1962 to the arrival of the Braves in 1966, the mayor 
and his office prioritized quelling racial tension despite the civil rights turmoil in the surrounding 
region. Allen went about desegregating city facilities and hiring black citizens to public service 
jobs in city government.31 Allen also famously avoided a public relations nightmare while 
working with former Coca-Cola president Robert Woodruff and Coca-Cola CEO J. Paul Austin 
to organize a dinner honoring Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s Nobel Peace Prize award in 1964. 
After almost nobody in Atlanta’s business community responded to invitations to the dinner, 
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reaction and not honor a Nobel Prize winner.”32 The event sold out soon after, in large part due 
to the corporate pressure from the Coca-Cola magnates. Allen’s most public display of civil 
rights activism came in 1963, when he made an impassioned speech in front of the United States 
Congress in support of a “public accommodations” bill that would outlaw race-based 
discrimination in private business.33 Years later, Atlanta mayor Andrew Young even lauded 
Allen for his works as mayor, describing how he “built the Atlanta Fulton County Stadium… 
without a vote. Without a contract, without a team and that’s true. When we get another Ivan 
Allen, we’ll elect him mayor, I guarantee you.”34 Allen perfectly played the role of representing 
a city that had apparently moved on from racial conflict as he continued to demonstrate Atlanta’s 
progressive nature and potential for businesses. 
 While Allen attempted to project the image of racial progress in Atlanta, he also had 
controversial personal beliefs on race in the past. In 1957, as he pondered a bid for Georgia’s 
governorship, Allen spoke out vocally against school integration efforts. “State government 
officials should call on business and agricultural leaders throughout the state immediately to 
work with them in leading the fight against attempted integration,” said Allen.35 While Allen 
didn’t ultimately run for the office, he spoke around the state in favor of segregation despite 
recognizing the importance of racial peace in developing the state’s economy.36 Four years later, 
though, Allen received such a large percentage of the mayoral vote precisely because he was not 
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Maddox, the segregationist famous for chasing black restaurant-goers out of his Atlanta 
restaurant with a pickax. In a New York Times profile from 1966, journalist Reese Cleghorn 
describes how Allen’s positions “are quite different from those he once took.”37 Cleghorn stated 
that those close to Allen believe the change to be sincere, saying “those who know (Allen) best 
see the change as sincere and genuine, and not just a calculated response to the complexion of 
Atlanta electorate.” However, he also admits that “the fact is that without the Negro votes the 
change in public posture would not have come.”38 Whether genuine or not, Allen seemingly won 
over Atlanta’s black leadership base with his reformed approach. One senior black political 
leader in Atlanta even stated that “we Negroes don’t like anybody better than a reconstructed 
Southern white man,” when referring to Allen in Cleghorn’s article. Like Hartsfield before him, 
Allen ultimately saw the value of posturing to Atlanta’s influential black community in order to 
achieve his personal political ambitions and execute a bold economic plan for Atlanta. Allen’s 
new stance on race relations demonstrated that Atlanta was an economically viable option for 
businesses in the South. 
III. White Flight in Atlanta 
 In order to understand Atlanta’s unique social and racial dynamics in the mid-1960s, it is 
important to understand the geography of Atlanta and the high levels of “white flight” that 
occurred immediately after the Civil Rights movement. While Mayors Hartsfield and Allen, Jr. 
preached that Atlanta was a “City Too Busy to Hate,” white Atlantans fled from the center of the 
city to the suburbs in order to avoid living in neighborhoods with black families. Kevin M. 
Kruse, a graduate of the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, wrote “White Flight: The 
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Making of Atlanta and Modern Conservatism” in 2007.39 The book is the preeminent source on 
the issue and describes how Atlanta’s white middle- and upper-classes fled to the suburbs during 
a period in which Atlanta’s politicians presented the city as racially harmonious. Kruse argues 
that white flight included the formation of a new kind of conservatism rather than just the 
physical movement of the city’s white population. Kruse also claims that white conservatists had 
to create a more subtle language based on freedom and individual rights instead of relying on 
populist or racist rhetoric.40 White flight was an example of restructuring segregation. By moving 
to the suburbs, creating middle-class communities, and leaving predominately African American 
neighborhoods downtown, white Atlantans largely created racially homogenous schools, 
neighborhoods, and businesses. Kruse also notes that while Atlanta has always been a “source of 
African American strength” due to the figures and civil rights agencies that exist there, the city 
has also seen segregationist resistance against the African American community.41 During Ivan 
Allen, Jr.’s tenure as mayor, white Atlantans were in their last moments of power in the city of 
Atlanta. Desegregation had finally reached the neighborhoods of upper-class white Atlantans 
after affecting middle- and lower-class whites for most of the previous two decades. A liberal, 
African American coalition would soon control the city’s government. However, white political 
and economic power in Atlanta did not go away. Despite black politicians gaining control of city 
government, white politicians still retained control at the state level and in the city’s growing 
suburbs. Also, white business leaders still ran companies such as Coca-Cola that had 
headquarters in downtown Atlanta. In order to understand this thesis, it is vital to look past the 
African American control of Atlanta’s government to see the string of influential white business 
 





and political leaders that are heavily involved in Atlanta’s civic affairs. These leaders include 
Ivan Allen, Jr. and Atlanta’s first major downtown stadium, the largely white organizers of 
Atlanta’s Summer Olympic Games, and the white owners and politicians that would orchestrate 
two new stadium deals in the 2010s. While black mayors such as Maynard Jackson, Andrew 
Young, and Kasim Reed are key figures in the history of Atlanta sports, they were not the only 
driving forces despite their lofty positions.  
IV. The Teams Arrive 
Under the auspices of Atlanta’s economic awakening, the political and business leaders 
of Atlanta began to seek out professional sports franchises in order to bolster the city’s economy 
and national status. Mayor Ivan Allen Jr. made it exceedingly clear that he wanted to lure 
professional sports teams from the very beginning of his term as mayor. In his 1962 inaugural 
address, he proclaimed that he would build “an auditorium-coliseum complex that [would] meet 
the competition of other progressive cities,” despite not yet beginning negotiations with any 
professional teams.42 Allen’s goal was always to bring franchises to the city at any economic 
cost, believing that the teams would bolster Atlanta’s aggressive image makeover in the eyes of 
the rest of the nation. This belief was a sharp departure from Hartsfield, who did not care about 
sports and prioritized the construction of a state-of-the-art zoo over a sports stadium. Also, 
Allen’s personal drive for sports brought a refreshing level of cohesion to Atlanta’s bid for 
professional sports. Officials from Fulton County and Dekalb County, both in the Atlanta area, 
attempted to build stadiums in the Atlanta area.43 However, a lack of cohesion across the city, 
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county and state levels ultimately doomed these proposals. No other cities in the Deep South had 
major professional sports teams, though, so Allen saw sports as another avenue through which to 
become the “Southern headquarters” of the United States.  
 Ivan Allen’s goal of bringing major sports to Atlanta was about more than the economic 
impact created by teams or civic pride associated with professional sports. Instead, Allen wanted 
to reach an upper echelon of “major-league” cities in the United States, denoted by the presence 
of a team in Major League Baseball. In his article “Competitive Boosterism: How Milwaukee 
Lost the Braves,” historian Glen Gendzel describes how Allen and a series of Atlanta 
businessmen made major civic decisions for Atlanta without much public input in order to 
benefit the city’s greater good, in their eyes. As Gendzel describes, “Atlanta-Fulton County 
Stadium symbolized more than the New South’s rebirth… it also trumpeted the arrival of a 
Sunbelt metropolis demanding admission to the major-league club.”44 Every top city in the 
United States in terms of commerce and size, whether New York, Chicago, or San Francisco, 
had some sort of professional sports team. By capturing the Braves, Allen ensured that Atlanta 
earned its place in that select club. Gendzel quotes historian Gene Burd, who argues that “in the 
Sunbelt, ‘the winning team symbolizes the “big league status for emerging cities who use sports 
imagery as a vehicle for civic rivalry and in competition for tourists, new industry, and the piracy 
of old industry.”45 Once Allen had obtained professional sports in Atlanta, he also used the teams 
to tout Atlanta’s status. “The Braves are a sign… we’re ‘major-league,’ as they say,” said Allen 
in an October 1966 article.46 Allen also viewed the stadium not just as a symbol of Atlanta’s 
growth, but an instrument of fostering that change. “(The stadium is) one of the greatest 
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stimulants, one of the greatest inspirations, that this city and state have ever had. It has been a 
catalyst. It has changed our thinking, and the thinking of others around us,” said Allen in 1966. 
47Allen and the rest of Atlanta’s rabid boosters wanted to enter this intra-city competition, both 
on the baseball diamond and in the world of business. 
 While Atlanta’s civic boosters certainly pushed their city’s image in their attempt to 
acquire major league teams, outsiders also viewed the city as a potential entry point for the major 
leagues to the Deep South. Jim Williams, a senior advisor to the Atlanta Braves and a longtime 
Turner Sports executive, described Atlanta’s burgeoning potential as a landing spot for teams:  
“By the 1960s, everybody knew that the city that was going to be was Atlanta, as opposed to 
Birmingham or Memphis. The decision had been made that it was going to be Atlanta… It 
was the cradle of the civil rights movement and they could finally bring a baseball team to 
the South. Major League Baseball knew that going forward, they were going to have a 
market South of the curtain that lent itself to support for major league teams. The market was 
going to grow, and if baseball was going to grow, then it had to expand into those markets. 
They knew that baseball would have to go South, and when it did, Atlanta was the city.”48 
 
After the major leagues expanded into California in the late 1950s, the Southeast became the 
next major region without professional sports. The NFL and MLB expanded into the South in the 
early 1960s with the Dallas Cowboys and Houston Astros, respectively, but did not have a team 
east of Texas or south of Washington, D.C. A syndicated article from the Associated Press from 
1965 properly summarized the rationale behind bringing sports to Atlanta. “In reality, Atlanta is 
no different than any other boomtown. No magic was involved in bringing major league sports 
here. It was just a matter of men like (Ivan) Allen presenting the story of Atlanta’s vast potential 
to the proper people and then letting the area sell itself,” says the article.49 Given the South’s 
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viability as a region, Atlanta was the obvious choice for leagues to expand. The Atlanta-Fulton 
County Recreation Authority hired Eric Hill Associates, a planning firm, to do a feasibility study 
on a potential Atlanta Stadium in March 1964. The study found that “Atlanta’s population and 
economic growth derives considerable strength from its regional dominance… few urban centers 
in the country so completely dominate so large an area.”50 Given Atlanta’s status as the home of 
the civil rights movement, the city’s preeminent status among Southeastern cities, and the city’s 
driven boosters, outsiders saw it as a clear major market for expansion. 
From the day Allen took office in January 1962, he immediately made building a stadium 
for athletics one of the top priorities of his time as mayor. In his inaugural address, he addressed 
the several pressing issues, “including continued good race relations…and construction of a 
stadium for professional football and other professional sports.”51 In order to rally public support 
for his sporting goal, the Allen administration fed both major newspapers, the Atlanta Journal 
and Atlanta Constitution, information about the sports acquisitions throughout the process of 
building a stadium and negotiating with teams. In exchange, the newspapers favorably covered 
potential sports teams throughout the early years of his mayoral tenure. Jesse Outlar of the 
Atlanta Constitution and Furman Bisher of the Atlanta Journal not only helped push Allen’s 
stadium agenda to the public, but also encouraged the mayor to proceed with his plans. Allen 
even acknowledged Outlar for being the most crucial person behind the pursuit of a stadium, 
noting that Outlar told Allen that “if a stadium is going to be built, then you’ve got to do it,” at 
the beginning of his mayoral term.52 When the stadium was still just a campaign promise from 
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Allen in February 1963, Atlanta Constitution sports editor Jesse Outlar chastised the Atlanta 
public for their “appalling lack of support (for a stadium).” Outlar also noted the potential of 
building a stadium for the entire Southeast, describing the region as “virgin territory for pro 
sports.” 53 The erection of a stadium, Outlar argues, “would bring thousands of visitors and 
dollars to Georgia.” Legendary Atlanta Journal sports editor Furman Bisher cited a vote to build 
a stadium in 1964 as “a great moment in sports in Atlanta, in civic progress, and in government 
by the people.”54 Bisher also praised Allen’s “vigorous leadership” in fighting for the stadium, 
despite admitting that the city did not yet have any teams that could call the stadium home. Like 
Outlar, Bisher played an influential role in the process, as he was another confidant of Allen’s 
and traveled with the mayor and several Atlanta businessmen around the country to pitch the city 
to baseball franchise owners in July 1963.55  
William Anderson, an assistant professor at Louisiana State University, described how 
coordinated newspaper support helped the city’s leaders to entice the Braves to move to Atlanta. 
In his paper, “Sports Page Boosterism: Atlanta And Its Newspapers Accomplish the 
Unprecedented,” Anderson argues that “an analysis of the Atlanta Journal and the Atlanta 
Constitution from 1963 to 1966 shows that the sports editors of these papers helped build support 
for the city leadership’s plan to build a stadium to attract the Braves baseball franchise.” 56 The 
benefit for the sports reporters was clear as well, as both Outlar and Bisher would benefit greatly 
from adding major league, professional sports to their beats. The two editors routinely covered 
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the city leadership’s efforts to get teams and stadiums positively, rather than balancing the 
positives and negatives that pro sports might bring.  
Bringing a professional team to Atlanta was no easy measure, as Allen worked his entire 
first term as mayor and negotiated with two separate baseball franchises before he finally 
convinced one to move to Atlanta. Allen’s first courtship occurred in 1962, when he entered 
talks with Kansas City Athletics’ owner Charles Finley about moving his team to Atlanta. Finley 
was openly looking to relocate the A’s and visited Atlanta in 1963 at the invitation of Furman 
Bisher to tour potential stadium sites with both Allen and Bisher. Finley even allegedly told 
Allen that if the mayor built a stadium, he would “guarantee that Atlanta will get a major league 
franchise.”57 With that pledge, along with the agreement of officials on the city, county and state 
levels, Allen began preparations for stadium construction. When the other American League 
owners voted against the Athletics’ move to Atlanta at the MLB All-Star Game in the summer of 
1963, Allen had already started construction on the stadium and began to court other MLB 
owners who might consider relocating. The lack of a tenant turned into a point of pride for Allen, 
who would brag that he built the stadium “on ground we didn’t own with money we didn’t have 
for clubs we had not yet signed.”58 Allen and the city broke ground on the stadium in April 1964 
and finished construction in just under a year in April 1965, just in time for baseball season. The 
multi-purpose stadium, situated in the heart of downtown Atlanta and outfitted to host both 
baseball and football games, cost between $15-18 million to construct.59  
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Allen had his stadium; now, he needed teams to play games there. He found his first 
willing partner in Bill Bartholomay and the ownership group of the Milwaukee Braves, who 
looked to move the team after buying it in 1962. The ownership group agreed to move the team 
to Atlanta in in October 1964 if Allen could get his stadium ready for Opening Day in 1965. 
However, the city of Milwaukee would not let the Braves out of the last year of their lease of 
Milwaukee County Stadium in 1965, ultimately forcing the team to stay in Wisconsin for another 
season.60 While Allen’s stadium was finished in time for the 1965 season, the minor-league 
baseball Atlanta Crackers played the only games played that year in Atlanta-Fulton County 
Stadium. Supplemental events such as exhibition football games and concerts taking place 
throughout 1965, including a sold-out show by The Beatles. In 1966, though, Atlanta and Allen 
were ready for major-league baseball. Allen penned an op-ed in the joint Sunday edition of the 
Atlanta Journal and the Atlanta Constitution just two days before the Braves’ first game. The 
mayor opened by proclaiming April 12 “a date of destiny for our city and all our growing 
Southeastern region.”61 Atlanta Journal editor Jack Spalding wrote an article in April 1966 titled 
“Status Symbol,” in which he romanticized the stadium by calling it “a new dimension to 
(Atlantans’) lives” and “a symbol of the new city,” as well as pronouncing that the Braves’ 
arrival was “for the greater honor and glory of Atlanta.”62 
While the stadium’s opening and the arrival of the Braves represented a triumph for Allen 
and Atlanta’s national image, the process of constructing the stadium used land and public 
money that came directly at the expense of Atlanta’s poor lower classes and neighborhoods. 
Allen and city officials built the stadium on land just south of the city that had been designated 
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for urban public housing.63 Despite this designation, according to historian David Goldfield, “the 
city’s abundant poor required special appeals to secure what was left over” from the stadium’s 
construction budget.64 The stadium helped inflate the pockets of local contractors, as bonuses 
were paid out to expedite the construction. Allen even admitted to doing so in his 1966 op-ed, 
saying that “the Atlanta Housing Authority and the Federal Housing and Home Finance Agency 
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Figure 1.1: A Shining Jewel 
Atlanta-Fulton County Stadium was not just a functional sports stadium, but a major 




The sporting boosterism that existed in the “Sports” sections of Atlanta’s two major 
newspapers also did not always carry over to other sections of the same papers, as writers for 
each paper used the stadium to criticize Allen’s lack of actions to improve the situation of 
Atlanta’s poor. Atlanta Constitution journalist J. Oscar McCloud called out Allen, saying that 
even though Atlanta had the “will to get a stadium and major league sports,” they were “not a 
city which is too busy to hate” and did “not have the will to eliminate segregation and 
discrimination by race or by class.”66 In an article detailing the failure of municipal government 
to implement housing programs for the near-200,000 Atlantans living in slums, journalist Ted 
Simmons described a family of seven living in a decrepit three-room house “just across the 
South Expressway from Atlanta’s gleaming new stadium,” in the Sunday Journal-Constitution.67  
Allen also built the stadium in the Summerhill neighborhood just south of the city’s 
downtown business hub. Before World War II, Summerhill was a vibrant community home to 
much of the city’s European immigrant population.68 By the 1950s, a black community emerged 
in the neighborhood, creating a mixed-race and mixed-ethnicity area that still had a significant 
retail sector. However, “redlining” was taking effect on the community and it trended downward 
as more affluent families moved to the suburbs. By the end of the 1950s, the city of Atlanta had 
displaced many residents from Summerhill. In the 1960s, the expressway built adjacent to the 
neighborhood combined with Atlanta-Fulton County Stadium and the acres of parking lots 
around it to effectively cripple the neighborhood’s economic prospects. The land used for the 
stadium was originally designated for whites-only public housing, but African American leaders 
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asked Allen to offer the housing to displaced black Atlantans. City leaders did not want black 
public housing that close to downtown Atlanta, though, so Allen used the land for his stadium.69 
The population of the area plummeted, and the previously diverse community became almost 
entirely African American by 1970. In his 1966 article in The New York Times, Reese Cleghorn 
describes Summerhill as a “slum or semi-slum.”70 The number of businesses on Georgia Avenue, 
the main street in Summerhill, dropped from 58 to 25 from 1960 to 1970. Cleghorn surmised the 
problem in his article, saying that “much of Atlanta’s urban renewal clearance has been for 
commercial projects and public facilities, such as the new stadium and convention hall-
auditorium, rather than for low-cost housing. As in many other cities, urban renewal has cleared 
slums but often has only sent the displaced poor into other, more crowded slums.”71 
Furthermore, the acres of parking lots that surrounded the new stadium effectively erased the 
possibility of developing the area around the stadium. The creation of Atlanta-Fulton County 
Stadium by local officials effectively destroyed the neighborhood’s economic potential without 
much resistance or input from the area’s residents. 
Both local and national newspapers covered racial and economic issues attached to the 
Braves’ move to Atlanta. A Milwaukee newspaper, covering the move from the perspective of 
the city that was losing the Braves, quoted the leader of Atlanta’s NAACP chapter, who 
criticized the move by saying that “housing was still a major problem, school desegregation was 
on, and the KKK and White Citizens Council were still active.”72 Furthermore, the stadium’s 
funding came through public taxation, with the city paying two-thirds of the stadium’s yearly 
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cost and Fulton County paying for the rest.73 By late 1966, the City of Atlanta asked Fulton 
County to level a payroll income tax designed to help pay off the annual $750,000 in debt 
towards stadium bonds.74 The tax did not pass, leaving with the city and county to shoulder the 
substantial bill. Allen fails to mention any numbers associated to the stadium cost in his article 
about how it came to be. Despite all of these issues, Allen told reporters once the Braves arrived 
that “the Negro feels the stadium belongs to him,” as it was “the first new municipal building 
erected since the Negro has had full citizenship.”75 Allen also said that “the Negro’s full 
citizenship was one reason we were looked on with favor, and the Negro population swells our 
potential.”76 This tone-death attribution of part of the stadium to Atlanta’s black community 
shows both Allen’s love for the stadium project, either his misunderstanding of or indifference to 
the issues facing Atlanta’s black community, and the lack of political voice for Atlanta’s 
impoverished neighborhoods.  
While city government shunned the plight of Atlanta’s impoverished black population 
with their fixation on obtaining big-league sports, the clubs took some of the initiative to reach 
out to the slighted members of the community and began to build inroads. Dick Cecil, who led 
the Braves’ transition team during the move, appointed Hank Aaron’s brother-in-law and 
Braves’ scout Bill Lucas as a liaison between the team and the city’s black community. Through 
the Braves’ “Good Neighbor” program, Cecil and Lucas worked to provide fields, equipment, 
and mentorship to the underserved areas of the Atlanta community.77 As Cecil noted, “We came 
on a negative note in the black community, and we had to spend a lot of time there convincing 
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the people that we wanted to be good citizens.” 78 Cecil also extended the mentality behind the 
program to the process for hiring staff for Atlanta-Fulton County Stadium. Cecil constantly 
ensured that he hired one African American employee for every white employee to maintain an 
equal racial balance.79 The Braves’ leadership integrated their front office and established good 
working relationships with black leaders in Atlanta as well as the city’s black community as a 
whole. 
V. The Braves Get Company 
The Braves were not the only team to arrive in Atlanta during the mid-1960s, as 
professional football and basketball also began to play in the city. The Falcons, a newly created 
expansion franchise in the National Football League, began playing in Atlanta-Fulton County 
Stadium just four months after the Braves started their 1966 season. The team was abysmal, as 
they would lose their first nine games to open the season and would fail to reach the playoffs 
until their 13th season in the league. However, the battle to give a professional team to Atlanta 
massaged the ego of the Allen administration and showed Atlanta’s growing prominence on a 
national scale. In early 1965, the upstart American Football League announced their intentions to 
put a franchise in Atlanta. The commissioner of the National Football League, Pete Rozelle, saw 
the danger in losing the Atlanta market and immediately flew to the city to meet with the Atlanta 
Stadium Authority.80 After hurried negotiations, Rozelle found an ownership group for an 
Atlanta franchise and won the right with the Atlanta Stadium Authority to let a NFL team play in 
the stadium over an AFL team. After announcing the creation of Atlanta’s NFL team, the 
commissioner was full of praise for the city. “I couldn’t believe my eyes when I saw how much 
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this city has grown. You’ve come a long way in just a few years… to that magnificent new 
stadium,” said Rozelle.81 The NFL Commissioner also remarked on how Atlanta exceeded his 
expectations of selling 30,000 season tickets. “45,000 (season tickets) in less than two months? 
All I can say is you’ve shot the hell out of our plans,” said Rozelle.82 This praise from one of the 
most powerful men in sports was exactly the type of affirmation that Allen yearned for with his 
sporting experiment. 
Two years after the arrival of professional football and baseball to Atlanta, the St. Louis 
Hawks of the National Basketball Association moved from the Midwest to Atlanta in early May 
of 1968. Basketball, unlike the other two sports, had not yet hit its stride in commercial 
popularity. Baseball was very popular, as Atlanta previously had successful minor and Negro 
League teams. Football was new on the professional level, but the college game was immensely 
popular throughout the Southeast. Basketball, on the other hand, had not gripped the South in a 
similar manner. However, the viability of the market in the Southeast prompted Georgia 
businessman Tom Cousins to move the Hawks into the region.83 
Given that basketball had primarily black players and stars by the 1960s, getting white 
fans in the South to accept the game seemed to be a challenge. As Dr. Thomas Aiello, a history 
professor at Valdosta State University, notes, “selling a black team and a black league to the 
white South in the 1960s was a significant chore.”84 Cousins, a real estate developer, wanted to 
use the Hawks to gentrify and refurbish a significant sector of downtown Atlanta, with the 
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Hawks arena at the center of the complex. Cousins’ project went against much of the urban 
development of Atlanta at the time. While most commercial development in the city occurred in 
the suburbs due to the “white flight” phenomenon, Cousins was determined to attract white, 
middle-class customers to downtown, using the Hawks as the centerpiece that he “needed to get 
the development going.”85 
 In the 1968 offseason, Hawks management began to restructure the look of their 
basketball team, acquiring white players at every opportunity regardless of relative talent. The 
Hawks shipped their best player, a black guard named Lenny Wilkins, away before their 
inaugural season in Atlanta because he wanted a raise from $40,000 to $60,000. In 1968, the 
Hawks drafted three white players from Southern schools, all picked higher than their talent level 
merited. While the Hawks painstakingly went about acquiring white players by any means 
possible, the racial makeover of the team’s composition slowed because many of the acquired 
players were not good enough to make the team.86 Even with a competitive team in their first 
Atlanta season, losing to the Lakers in the playoffs, attendance for the team’s home games at 
Georgia Tech’s Alexander Memorial Coliseum was poor, prompting management to replace 
more successful black players with white players who might increase ticket sales. Ticket sales 
continued to plummet despite another good Hawks team, leading ownership to believe that 
simply having a “black team” in a “black league” did not appeal to the team’s preferred white 
fan base. 
Cousins used his power as owner to overrule both general manager and head coach to 






Maravich, a score-first guard who electrified the college ranks at LSU, was coveted not only for 
his shot-making ability but also his marketability in the South. Had the Hawks not won his 
services, Maravich would have played for the Carolina Cougars of the American Basketball 
Association.87 Cousins recognized the off-court power of his new prized player, paying Maravich 
$1.5 million over 5 years as well as many other perks and bonuses. Ticket sales increased 
significantly as the Hawks pegged Maravich as their unofficial “Great White Hope” for years to 
come. The black veterans on the team were rankled by the Maravich contract and the other white 
players that were signed to the team. If race had not played a role in basketball operations before 
1970, given the inability to find talented white players, it certainly did by the start of the season. 
The team was branded as the “New Hawks” despite a series of successful seasons leading into 
1970. An all-white band played the confederate song “Dixie” before home games.88 Maravich 
continued to play his one-man, isolation style of basketball, but despite losing more games, the 
team’s season ticket sales and overall revenue leaped. What sustained success could not do for 
the popularity of the team, Maravich’s flamboyance and whiteness certainly did. While this 
period of relevancy led to the construction of a new arena in downtown Atlanta, the Hawks 
would struggle throughout the 1970s and well into the 1980s before Dominique Wilkins, a black 
player from the University of Georgia, brought the franchise back to life.  
VI. Hammerin’ Hank 
While the Hawks floundered amidst their race-centered roster reconstruction, Hank 
Aaron’s experience as a black superstar during the Braves’ move to Atlanta demonstrates the 






experience that African Americans had in Atlanta. By 1965, Aaron was one of the league’s 
greatest players, even if he did not receive major media attention because of Milwaukee’s small 
media market and his soft-spoken demeanor. Born in Mobile, Alabama, Aaron played in the 
South in both the Negro and Minor Leagues before making it to the majors in Milwaukee. Aaron 
led the Braves to their first World Series in Milwaukee in 1957, winning the National League 
MVP award in the same year.89 By the time the Braves moved to Atlanta, Aaron had cemented 
himself as one of the game’s top players. Hank had amassed 398 home-runs, 11 All-Star games, 
and an MVP award before he had ever played a game in Atlanta-Fulton County Stadium.90 By 
the end of his first season in Atlanta, Aaron vaulted into the top-10 in most career home runs hit. 
Given the novelty of the Falcons and the apathy surrounding the Hawks, Aaron became the 
biggest sports superstar in Atlanta upon his arrival. 
Hank Aaron’s initial uncertainty about moving to Atlanta, despite being much closer to 
his family in Alabama, shows both the love that the players had felt from Milwaukee and the 
trepidation that some, especially the African American players, felt about what to expect in the 
South. While attendance in Milwaukee steadily declined during the team’s tenure in the city, 
Aaron and many of the team’s veterans fondly remembered their time there. Aaron admitted that 
the move would require “a lot of adjusting,” even stating how “he couldn’t ask for better 
treatment as a ball player” than that he received in Milwaukee.91 As the move to the South 
became a clear possibility, Aaron even vocally expressed his opposition. After the 1964 season, 
Aaron told a reporter that he “would not step out on the field” should the move go through. “I 
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certainly don’t like the idea of playing in Atlanta and I have no intention of taking my family 
here,” said the superstar slugger, as he referenced his concern with housing conditions and 
segregation in the South.92 Aaron’s reluctance led Atlanta NAACP President C. Miles Smith to 
reach out to Aaron, imploring him to change his mind because Atlanta was a “progressive, 
bustling city where conditions are steadily improving for Negroes.”93 Aaron’s trepidation about a 
move to the South may have stemmed from his experiences growing up in Mobile, Alabama. 
While Ivan Allen saw the Braves as an avenue to national acceptance as the South’s progressive 
city, black leadership in Atlanta hoped that Aaron’s baseball prowess and fame would help 
produce equal opportunities for the city’s African Americans.94 In 1966, as the move approached, 
Aaron admitted that he was “‘going there with an open mind,’” despite the fact that “Georgia is 
still in the South.”95  
The ceremony surrounding the arrival of the 1966 MLB season in Atlanta either directly 
or indirectly prompted many across the country to drudge up comparisons to Atlanta’s roots in 
the Deep South and the city’s unflattering history with race. An air of the Confederate past 
seemed to leak into the warm, Southern hospitality and fanfare that accompanied the Braves’ 
arrival. City government threw a massive parade welcoming the team to Atlanta on the day of 
their first game in the city. Citizens intrigued by the new team, both black and white, packed the 
streets, examining the new brood of ballplayers that Atlantans could call their own. During his 
speech at the parade, Allen recognized that the Braves arriving to Atlanta was “the happiest 
occasion since we got General Sherman to head south back in 1864.”96 Historical allusions 
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continued into the ballpark on Opening Day, where a scoreboard flashed, “What Happened on 
April 12, 1861? They Fired on Ft. Sumter. What Happened on April 12, 1966? The South Rose 
Again.”97 Outside commenters described the team’s first few weeks in Atlanta in pieces rife with 
allusions to the Confederacy. Los Angeles Times columnist Jim Murray described the lack of 
attendance at a Sunday Braves game in a column titled “The Bores of Atlanta.” Murray said that 
“the rednecks would obviously just as soon save their best suits for the next NAACP meeting. 
Stone Mountain outdrew Atlanta Stadium on a warm Sunday afternoon.”98 A Chicago Tribune 
profile described how Atlanta’s aggressive development plan can be attributed to a civic desire 
for redemption after the city burned down in the Civil War.99 Despite all of the talk among white 
Atlantan businessmen about racial peace and progressiveness, comparing the acquisition of 
professional sports to a return to the “heights” of the Confederate age both in the stadium and in 
newspapers throughout the rest of the country certainly gave off a backwards impression that 
went directly against the progressiveness that Allen preferred to project. 
While opinions of Atlanta improved among Aaron and other black Braves players after 
acclimating to the city, their experiences cannot be taken as a symbol of improved conditions for 
all black Atlantans. Despite his initial trepidation about moving to the city, Aaron soon warmed 
up to Atlanta. “Playing in Georgia hasn’t bothered me one bit,” Aaron noted to a reporter on 
June 26, 1966.100 The slugger had enjoyed a hot start to the season and was selected to his 12th 
straight All-Star team. Fans of all colors were embracing Aaron as the city’s superstar, with a 
group of white fans even unfurling a “Aaron for Governor” banner over a stadium railing during 
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a game in 1966.101 (note: Georgia had a fierce gubernatorial campaign in 1966, as arch-
segregationist Lester Maddox won but no candidate received the majority of the vote). Aaron 
even praised Atlanta’s mayor, noting that he didn’t “know too many people (in Atlanta.) But if 
they are anything like Mayor Ivan Allen then they have to be great.” However, even though 
Aaron and the team made inroads with the team as they began their stint in Atlanta, Aaron did 
not feel the need to promote himself and win over the team’s primarily white fan base. Aaron 
explained, saying “as much as I wanted the city on my side, I just couldn’t bring myself to be 
buddy-buddy with a crowd of white Southerners- especially after what I’d seen in our first few 
months in Atlanta.”102 Hank still received some hate letters in the mail and occasional racial slurs 
from the stands. His wife, Billye, also had a gun drawn on her when a white police officer did 
not believe that they were allowed to park in the Braves’ parking lot on account of their race.103 
Fans of the Braves and city leaders embraced Aaron as the best player and icon for Atlanta’s first 
major team, which helped assuage Aaron’s worries about to transition to the city. However, as a 
black man in the South, he still experienced the vestiges of racism that remained in the city in the 
late 1960s and 1970s. 
VII. The Record 
 In the weeks leading up to the start of the 1974 baseball season, when Aaron trailed Ruth 
by just one home run, the spotlight of national attention shifted to the quiet and mild-mannered 
Southern star. From the team’s move in 1966 to the precipice of the record in 1974, Aaron had 
continued to excel and was one of the most popular components of a Braves team with lagging 
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performance and attendance.104 While much of the American public used the record chase to 
reflect on Aaron’s vast array of accomplishments on a baseball diamond, the increase in attention 
also dragged along negativity and controversy. Aaron received death threats in the form of letters 
and phone calls for much of the 1973 season, when he was just two home runs away from the 
record. These threats, usually racially charged, threatened Aaron and his family should he break 
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Figure 1.2: Racist Threats 
An example of the type of hate mail received by Hank Aaron during his chase of the all-time 




Marion Jackson, sports editor of the black newspaper Atlanta Daily World, called it “a 
catastrophe that borders on almost destruction of the Atlanta, state, national and international 
image that the Community Relations Commission has to come to the defense of Hank Aaron.”105 
The Commission, a public body, had to reaffirm the city’s support for Aaron because of the 
number of threats that Aaron received, which the Commission also denounced. Even though 
Aaron played in the South, the hate mail did not necessarily just come from the Southern region. 
Jim Williams described how “there were those who didn’t want the record broken, probably at 
all, but certainly not by a black guy. That was just unconscionable and that manifest itself in 
threats.”106 However, Williams also noted how “it wasn’t just threats from around the South. He 
would get threats from Cincinnati, or Shea Stadium. He would get threats from everywhere.” 
While the threats did not necessarily all originate from Atlanta or white Southerners, it did not 
change the fact that a black star in the South still received death threats filled with racial slurs.  
As the rest of the world watched the chase closely and others threatened Aaron’s life, 
Atlanta stood behind its champion ballplayer. In January 1974, Mayor Maynard Jackson, fresh 
off his 1974 election as the first black mayor in Atlanta history, wrote a letter to Aaron. “When 
the day comes (to break Babe’s record), you can count on all Atlantans to join with you in your 
celebration of an important victory for you, for your team, and for the city that is proud to call 
you her own… Atlanta could have no better example of excellence than the one with which you 
have provided us,” said Jackson.107 The Braves began the 1974 season on the road in Cincinnati, 
with Aaron one home run shy of tying Ruth. When the Braves broached the idea of sitting Aaron 
in Cincinnati and allowing him to go for the record in Atlanta, the Commissioner of Major 
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League Baseball stepped in to say otherwise. Commissioner Bowie Kuhn, in an unprecedented 
move, ordered Aaron to play in Cincinnati or face discipline from the league. In Atlanta, Kuhn 
became a pariah and the story became almost as big as the chase itself. The city rallied behind 
Aaron, as sportswriters attacked Kuhn in their newspapers for his treatment of Aaron. Instead of 
attending Hank’s record-breaking game, Kuhn sent Hall of Famer Monte Irvin, a black baseball 
legend, to appear in Kuhn’s stead in order to give Aaron a watch on behalf of the MLB. Irvin 
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Hank Aaron launches his 715th career home run into the Atlanta night, passing Babe Ruth for 




The entire city of Atlanta stopped to watch Aaron on the night of April 9, 1974 as the 
Braves took on the Los Angeles Dodgers. Mayor Jackson attended the game alongside Governor 
Jimmy Carter and entertainer Sammy Davis Jr. In the fourth inning, Aaron launched a ball over 
the left-centerfield wall, setting a new all-time home run mark. 109 The tension that had built up 
all offseason eased, as Aaron finally became the home run king.  
While Atlanta’s newspapers focused on the achievement rather than the color of Aaron’s 
skin, other newspapers and public figures from around the country recognized the importance of 
a black man breaking the home run record in Atlanta. Vernon Jordan, a business executive and 
civil rights activist, proclaimed in an article titled “Hank Aaron Is National Hero” that “with 
Aaron’s breaking the career homerun record, the stage has to be set for complete equality on and 
off the ball field.”110 Jordan used the moment to call for increased opportunity for African 
Americans in all stages of baseball, from the field to the front office, a cause the Aaron also 
frequently championed. A columnist for the Los Angeles Sentinel even went on to describe 
Aaron as “the second black man from Atlanta to become a living legend in his own time,” with 
the first being Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.111 Aaron’s proficiency with a baseball bat, along with 
the color of his skin, made him a racial icon in the United States and an ambassador for change 
in the South, whether he was willing or not. The notoriously nonpolitical Aaron even remarked 
during the record chase about his role. “Because of the position I’m in, I hope I can inspire a few 
kids to be a success in life. I want to break Ruth’s record as an example to children, especially 
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black children.”112 However, columnists from Atlanta focused on Aaron’s record purely from a 
baseball sense, even discussing Aaron’s feud with Kuhn more than his race. The only major 
piece discussing race around the time of Aaron’s record came from white Atlanta Constitution 
columnist Reg Murphy at the end of the 1973 season. Murphy describes Aaron as “the very 
symbol of harmonious race relations” and a “hero all across the Southeast.”113 Murphy uses 
Aaron’s ascension to draw broad claims about the city, saying that Atlanta had “overcome the 
worst of the old prejudices” and how “black men and women have become major patrons of the 
(Braves)” since their arrival in Atlanta.114 While Aaron did not mend all of Atlanta’s race issues, 
his pursuit of the record in Atlanta made him a hero for black Atlantans and a bridge to racial 
tolerance for many white Atlantans. 
VIII. Conclusion 
 By the end of the 1960s, the city of Atlanta and mayor Ivan Allen Jr. had successfully 
acquired professional sports franchises and built sporting arenas in downtown Atlanta, bolstering 
the city’s economy and national reputation in the process. This pattern of acquisitions coalesced 
nicely with the city’s broader plan of presenting racial progressiveness and business development 
during the period, led by the city’s governing coalition of business-minded politicians. The 
acquisition of these franchises increased Atlanta’s national reputation and cemented it as the 
economic leader of the South in the post-civil rights era, fulfilling goals set by Allen and other 
city leaders. However, the implementation and early years of Atlanta’s new sporting history 
exposed a different reality for race relations than the city’s preferred outward image of 
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progressive harmony. The construction of Atlanta-Fulton County Stadium came at the direct 
detriment of Atlanta’s lower classes without much political resistance. While Hank Aaron broke 
records and became a celebrated symbol of Atlanta, white citizens moved out of the city and into 
the suburbs. Tom Cousins and Pete Maravich revealed that economic success within the city 
meant appealing to white Atlanta’s fans while eschewing the thriving black community. The 
time and money spent on acquiring sports franchises by the city perfectly encapsulated the 
problem with Atlanta’s progressive program. While the moves seemed progressive to the rest of 
the nation, many African Americans in Atlanta still struggled to climb out of poverty. Despite 
the carefully crafted image of Atlanta and collaborative racial politics, cracks in the 
government’s policies remained. The first decade of professional sports in Atlanta showed both 














Atlanta’s Golden Moment: Examining Atlanta’s Civic Message Through the 1996 Olympics, 
1987-1996 
I. Introduction 
As a trembling left hand raised the Olympic torch high into the Atlanta night, the voices 
of 85,000 captivated people rose in unison. The identity of the final torchbearer at the Olympic 
Games was always a closely guarded secret, so there was understandable curiosity over the 
mysterious figure. However, the man standing above Atlanta’s Olympic Stadium was not just the 
cauldron lighter, but also “The Greatest.” Former heavyweight boxing champion Muhammad 
Ali, his once-imposing frame shaking from the effects of Parkinson’s disease, looked stoically 
over the stadium as he ignited the flaming Olympic cauldron to thunderously open the 1996 
Summer Olympic Games. Ali, perhaps the most famous person alive by 1996, captivated the city 
of Atlanta and the world as he opened Atlanta’s two-week audition on the international stage.  
Ali represented the rise of Atlanta and the “new South” out of the civil rights movement 
and into the modern era. 26 years before the Olympics, when Ali fought Jerry Quarry in Atlanta, 
Ali was a 28-year-old, controversial superstar in his athletic prime coming off a three-and-a-half-
year ban from boxing for objecting to the Vietnam War. Ali was controversial due to his stance 
on the war and connection to the Nation of Islam. However, the black community still treasured 
Ali as a hero despite his political views. During the build up to his fight in Atlanta, the city’s 
black community heartily embraced the great boxer as he defeated Quarry by TKO to kickstart 
his return to the ring. By July 19, 1996, though, almost the entire world revered Ali as an 
international icon. The 54-year-old Ali was battling Parkinson’s disease as he raised the torch, 
his formidable frame shaking and his once boisterous mouth shut. Many Americans and others 
throughout the world now accepted his stance on the draft and race given the popular backlash to 
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the war in Vietnam. As he took center stage at the Opening Ceremonies, the world welcomed 
and embraced Ali’s appearance.  
The path aligned with Atlanta’s preferred civic message, as the “City Too Busy to Hate” 
emerged from the tumultuous civil rights era to reach the world stage. Ali represented this 
ascension, as well as a certain level of forgiveness for the region’s ugly history during the Jim 
Crow era and the rise of a predominately black Southern city to the center of the world’s 
attention. At the forefront of the 1996 Olympic Games, Ali’s triumphant moment represented the 
message that Atlanta hoped to portray to the rest of the world: The South had moved on from 
hate and was ready to do business. 
The business aspect of Atlanta’s growth presented itself earlier in the Opening 
Ceremony. Just a few minutes before Ali rose to the top of the Stadium, a caravan of silver, 
custom-made 1996 Chevrolet Silverado trucks transported a group of dancers onto the field at 
Atlanta’s Olympic Stadium.115 The trucks were a part of the much-maligned corporate 
sponsorship agreements that largely financed Atlanta’s Olympics and reinforced certain Southern 
stereotypes associated with the Games.116 Ali and Chevrolet represented the dual sides of 
Atlanta’s projected image, both the transformation of the city’s race relations since the Jim Crow 
era and the business-centric mindset that created the flood of corporatism at the Games. The 
1996 Olympics offered a twofold opportunity to the city. First, visiting media and business 
executives could see Atlanta as one of the top cities for international business to the rest of the 
world. Also, the political and economic leaders of Atlanta could show the world that their city, 
with large white and black populations represented by legislators of all races, had put a 
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tumultuous history with race behind them. In order to leave the international audience with a 
positive image of the Southern metropolis, those in charge of the Olympics had to accomplish 
both goals. 
An objective view of the 1996 Summer Olympics in Atlanta shows an event that was 
successful from sports, entertainment, and financial perspectives. As is often the case with 
Olympics, spectators and visitors seemingly enjoyed their experience. However, unlike many 
modern Olympics such as Montreal and Sochi, the Atlanta Games did not leave the city in 
economic ruin. While the lack of extravagancy and strict adherence to a budget may have meant 
that the Atlanta Olympics were relatively unremarkable compared to more lavish Olympics, they 
are still remembered fondly by the majority of the city’s citizens. The 1996 Games represented 
the progress the city had made, but the sentiments from domestic and international media 
demonstrated the continued skepticism of a progressive South. The goal of Atlanta’s civic 
leaders since the Hartsfield administration was cultivating civic growth in order to move on from 
the South’s racist history by emphasizing improved race relations and economic growth. The 
process of bidding, preparing, and putting on the 1996 Olympic Games demonstrated the 
ascension of Atlanta to an international city and the commitment of Atlantans to that civic 
growth. However, it also demonstrated both the world’s nagging reluctance to welcome Atlanta 
into an elite group of “international” cities and Atlanta’s continued struggle with supporting its 
poor, mostly black lower classes. 
II. Bidding Process (1987-1990) 
After organizing a fundraising drive for his church in early 1987, Atlanta lawyer Billy 
Payne realized that he wanted to organize something much bigger. Payne drew up a list of 
possible targets, including political conventions and Super Bowls. However, the one that stood 
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out to him the most was the Summer Olympic Games. The 1996 Summer Olympics were the 
next Games up for bidding, giving Payne his target. Anyone with knowledge of the Olympics 
advised Payne against it, though, arguing that Atlanta stood no chance against Athens, Greece 
given that 1996 was the centennial anniversary of the modern Olympic Games.117 Payne, 
however, was determined to bring the Olympics to Atlanta and help the city take the step from a 
national city to an global city. Payne also represented a new wave of influential, mostly white 
civic boosters in Atlanta who attempted to improve the city’s international standing through 
sports and major events. 
By 1987, when Payne came up with the idea to bid for the Olympic Games, sports in 
Atlanta had been unable to maintain any sustained success. The city acquired a franchise in the 
National Hockey League, the Atlanta Flames, in 1972, but the team moved to Calgary after just 
nine seasons in Atlanta. The Braves, Falcons, and Hawks finished with a winning record just 21 
times in a combined 63 seasons since their arrivals in Atlanta.118 Attendance dipped for all clubs 
amidst the lack of sustained success, rendering a level of apathy around the city’s professional 
sports teams. National sportswriters even referred to Atlanta as “Loserville” due to its lack of 
sporting prowess.119 The only bright spot came in 1980, when the University of Georgia football 
team from nearby Athens, Georgia won their first nationally recognized national championship 
since 1942 behind superstar running back Herschel Walker. From a sporting perspective, the city 
had failed to accomplish anything rivaling the gold rush of the mid-1960s and the construction of 
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Atlanta-Fulton County Stadium, which had lost its veneer by its third decade of existence in 
1987. 
While enthusiasm for professional sports in Atlanta had waned, the business interests 
emphasized by Hartsfield and Allen had soared. In September 1980, William B. Hartsfield 
Atlanta International Airport expanded to become the largest air passenger terminal complex in 
the world, covering 2.5 million square feet just south of the city under the guidance of Atlanta’s 
first-ever black mayor, Maynard Jackson.120 The city had a metro area population of almost 3 
million people in 1990, making it the 13th largest metro area in the country and the largest in the 
South outside of Washington, D.C. and Texas.121 Atlanta’s population was also growing in 1990, 
as it had grown 307% from 1950 and 38% since 1980.122 The airport facilitated business travel 
and attracted new companies to Atlanta while stalwarts like Coca-Cola continued to dominate 
the city’s business landscape. While Atlanta grew in population, it also grew geographically, as a 
network of highways allowed Atlantans to move to the suburbs while still commuting to work in 
downtown Atlanta.  
Aside from the flourishing economy, the city’s black population eclipsed 50% of total 
inhabitants and gained control of the city’s government. Jackson would be the first of six 
consecutive African American mayors, leading up to the city’s present-day mayor, Keisha 
Lance-Bottoms. In 1987, the mayor was Andrew Young, a former U.S. Ambassador to the 
United Nations, U.S. House Representative, civil rights leader, and minister. Young exemplified 
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the influence of black Atlantans on a national stage. He also became a devoted leader of the 
Atlanta Olympic Organizing Committee, using his knack for inspiring rhetoric and leadership to 
add significant clout to the bid. While the mayor’s office and the rest of city government gained 
more black members, the overall goals of the government mostly did not change. The image of 
racial harmony to drive economic growth was still the paramount goal for the city and a major 
selling point for the Olympic bid. 
However, not all of Atlanta’s black and minority populations experienced the economic 
growth or racial harmony projected by city government. In 1990, Atlanta had the second highest 
poverty rate in the country at 60% as well as the second highest homicide rate.123 The city’s 
economic growth had spread out into the suburbs rather than focusing on downtown Atlanta, 
leaving an unsafe and underdeveloped city center. The demographic trends matched the 
economic trends, as white flight to the suburbs was prevalent while the poor, largely African 
American portion of Atlanta’s population lived downtown. If Payne and the city were to pull off 
a successful Olympics in their city, they would be forced to either redevelop these areas or 
remove their inhabitants from the city. Such a large event also had the potential to positively 
impact these areas through new development or negatively impact the area’s residents for years 
after the Games. While some of both practices occurred, the city would largely rely on the latter.  
Billy Payne and the rest of the Atlanta Committee for the Olympic Games, or ACOG, 
was able to accelerate the bid because almost all Atlantans either bought into the idea of the 
Olympics or did not take the bid seriously enough to protest it. Throughout the second half of the 
20th century, citizens in cities with Olympic hopes protested bids because of the increased taxes 
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that such a bid would require. Denver famously won the right to host the 1976 Winter Olympics, 
only for an organized campaign of citizen opposition centered around environmental and 
financing concerns forced the city to relinquish the Games.124 Montreal also did not pay off their 
$1.4 billion public debt created by the 1976 Summer Olympics until November 2006, a situation 
that perpetually scared off potential host cities and was a common reference point for opponents 
of Olympic bids.125 During the bidding process for the 1996 Summer Olympics, for example, 
Toronto’s bid finished third largely due to organized municipal pushback. One Toronto city 
councilor, Tony O’Donohue, even stated that he thought “we lost the Games because of (mixed 
signals that Toronto didn’t want the Olympics).”126 The lack of grassroots opposition to Atlanta’s 
bid stemmed from a variety of factors, including sheer dismissiveness. Susan Ayers Watson, a 
marketing and events coordinator for the ACOG, said that “most people were clueless because 
they thought it was so crazy and it would never happen.”127 Andrew Young even described how 
his mayoral staff originally did not even grant Payne a meeting with the mayor. “They were 
thinking only about Montreal being $700 million in debt from the 1976 Olympics,” said 
Young.128 However, when Payne explained the idea of financing through sponsorships and 
television rights, Young jumped into the preparations for the bid with earnest.129 Mayor Young 
put not only the resources of the city at Payne’s disposal, but his personal time and effort as well. 
Young described how a conversation with former Los Angeles Tom Bradley helped convince 
him to join Atlanta’s Olympic movement: 
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“Tom (Bradley) said that he and Peter Ueberroth decided that they would personally take 
on the Olympics as volunteers. He said that you can raise money for the Olympics, but 
you can’t make any of it… but if you’re doing it as a volunteer, simply for the value of 
the Olympic spirit, that’s contagious.”130 
 
Payne and Young spearheaded the bid, meeting with IOC members and other foreign 
dignitaries around the world. Payne’s southern charm and business acumen combined with 
Young’s diplomatic experience and personal influence made them a formidable duo. Even in the 
early stages of the bid, media recognized Young as the driving force behind the city’s Olympic 
chances. “Young is absolutely Atlanta’s greatest asset. No U.S. city has a mayor with 
international connections like those Young forged as U.S. ambassador,” said a 1988 article in the 
Chicago Tribune article. Young said that he was “willing to be as important as I can be in 
bringing the Games to Atlanta,”131 a desire that stemmed from his childhood fascination with the 
“Olympic Dream.” “At four years old, I got the Olympic bug with Jesse Owens… I figured I had 
a future in track, but it didn’t work out that way. Instead, I was pulled towards the ministry and 
civil rights movement, but the Olympic vision never leaves you,” said Young.132 
The support from city politicians did not end with Mayor Andrew Young, as former and 
current political figures such as Maynard Jackson and Bill Campbell joined the Olympic effort. 
In an article shortly before the Olympics in July 1996, author Kevin Chappell describes Atlanta 
as a city with “good ideas, a color-blind mentality and a winning attitude,” as well as a “global 
business magnet and… a world sports hub.”133 Not only could each mayor stand as an example 
of Atlanta’s black power structure and diverse population, but each possessed a unique set of 
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diplomatic skills learned either from previous government positions or experience working with 
international business, such as Jackson’s work on expanding the airport. Andrew Young believed 
in the importance of influential black figures, citing a belief that a white mayor would not have 
been able to bring the Olympics to Atlanta.134 The international savvy from Atlanta’s local 
politicians surprised much of the world and other bid committees, especially those who still 
viewed Atlanta as a Southern district center.135 Hartsfield and Young knew that to win the 
Olympics, they would have to demonstrate to the rest of the world that Atlanta did not fit into the 
typical stereotypes of the American South. On visits to Atlanta, IOC members from around the 
world would see the diversity of those running the government and businesses of Atlanta and 
recognized the international nature of the city. Combining the warm, Southern hospitality with a 
glimpse of Atlanta’s modernity and diverse leadership helped win over the IOC when they made 
their decision for 1996. 
 In order to win the Olympics, Atlanta had to convince over half of the 86 voting members 
of the International Olympic Committee that they deserved the Games over the sentimental 
favorite, Athens. They also had to overcome certain stereotypes laid out in U.S. and European 
media about Atlanta’s status as a top-tier city and Confederate history. However, other than 
Atlanta’s devotion to the bidding process, the biggest boost came personally from Andrew 
Young himself. Jim Williams, longtime Atlantan and advisor to the Atlanta Braves, described 
Young’s impact both on the Olympics and on Atlanta. “The person that helped us become an 
international city was Andrew Young. After being ambassador to the UN under Carter, he really 
got his hooks into the African continent, he built incredible relationships throughout the world. 
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The support that continent gave to him lent itself to us getting the Olympics.”136 Young reasoned 
that “Atlanta is an African American city… if we were on the continent, we’d get a unanimous 
vote from the African delegation. Just because we’re over in central Georgia, we still expect to 
get the African vote.”137 The display of prominent African American leadership in Atlanta 
combined with Young’s personal influence helped Atlanta’s bid committee to rally the necessary 
votes from the African continent. The civil rights movement also played a role in influencing 
IOC voters, partially out of necessity. As Ayers Watson noted, “Atlanta was on the map because 
of Jimmy Carter, Ted Turner, and civil rights. However, Carter boycotted the Olympics in 
Moscow…Turner created the Goodwill Games, which were seen as a competitor… so civil 
rights was something we could shine through.”138  
As the bid materialized, the rest of Atlanta’s citizens began to actively pitch in to try and 
secure the nomination. Young quickly received the backing of Atlanta’s Chamber of Commerce 
and City Council, with relatively little dissension from either party. More significantly than the 
city government, though, was the amount of buy-in from the Atlanta community. When the 
ACOG implemented the Olympic Mile as part of the annual July 4th Peachtree Road Race, 
40,000 people showed up to participate.139 Several members of the IOC visited Atlanta for 
another road race, took the MARTA rail system downtown, and emerged to 7,500 Atlantans 
chanting, “We want the Games!” in earnest.140 The ACOG used engineers at the Georgia Institute 
of Technology to create a 3-D rendering of the city and the proposed venues during the Olympics 
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to present at a 1989 IOC meeting.141 Georgia Tech also volunteered their campus for the Olympic 
Village, despite Young appealing for historically black colleges like Morehouse and Spellman to 
do so. According to Young, he believes that hosting the Olympic Village “really made Georgia 
Tech into a world-class university.”142 Jim Williams described the collective effort, saying, “it 
was truly a collective effort from both sides of the street… everybody was on board in the city, 
in the state, and around the country to make this a successful undertaking for us… it really made 
us the international city we are today.”143 Even the subset of Atlanta’s citizens who did not care 
about the Olympics realized the importance of getting the Games. Vernon Nix, head of Security 
for the Atlanta Braves, described how “some people didn’t care. I thought it was special. 
Everyone agreed one thing, though: it was good for Atlanta because you’d have to be crazy to 
say, ‘who cares about the Olympics?’”144 From local citizens, who signed up to potentially 
volunteer in droves, to businesses that pledged free services for the Games over seven years in 
advance, the entire city pitched in assets in order to bring the Olympics to Atlanta. 
When the final bid came around, Atlanta and Athens seemed to be the two most 
competitive bids. However, the ACOG’s goal was not to convince every IOC member that they 
were the best option for the Games. Susan Ayers Watson described how “our strategy was to be 
everyone’s second choice.” while Ambassador Young said that he “didn’t see (the votes for) 
Athens, I saw the votes for Atlanta.”145  Due to the nature of the voting process, the city with the 
least amount of votes after each round is eliminated from the process. Ayers Watson said that “as 
each city was eliminated, we could pick up their second choice, which is exactly what ended up 
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happening. It’s how we won.”146 Along with Andrew Young carrying the African voting bloc, 
the strategy worked perfectly. Ambassador Young said that as the voting process took place, he 
“didn’t see (the votes for) Athens, I saw the votes for Atlanta.”147 After the first two rounds of 
voting, Atlanta finished behind Athens as the IOC eliminated Belgrade and Manchester. In the 
third round, though, Atlanta pulled even with Athens at 26 votes apiece as Melbourne was 
eliminated, before Atlanta edged ahead after the fourth round, 34-30. Toronto, which came in 
third, left 22 votes available and Atlanta secured 17 of them to easily win the last round over 
Athens, 51-35.148 The Atlanta delegation erupted in the Tokyo conference room during the 
announcement, as they had secured the Games. 
Atlanta demonstrated their enthusiasm for the Games when the IOC chose the city to host 
the Olympics on September 19, 1990. Despite the announcement coming from the IOC meeting 
in Tokyo at 7:47 AM Eastern Standard Time, people crowded the streets in downtown Atlanta to 
hear the announcement. When Juan Antonio Samaranch, head of the IOC, announced Atlanta’s 
name, the city erupted and fireworks shot high into the air.149 Unlike other cities such as Toronto 
that faced municipal animosity to the possibility of hosting the Olympics, Atlanta had fully 
embraced the possibility of getting the 1996 Games because of what it meant to the city. No 
longer did Atlantans live in just the regional capital of the American Southeast, but in an 
international city that the entire world would recognize. As Mark Mayfield of the USA TODAY 
describes in the headline of his 1990 article, “Atlanta Hits Gold; City Gets Olympic-Size Ego 
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Boost.”150 Not only would the city’s ego be inflated by the Olympics, but the city’s economy and 
population as well. The announcement of the Olympics was a promising sign for the future of the 
city, giving its residents plenty of reasons to celebrate.  
Georgian politicians believed that the Games would boost Atlanta’s economic interests 
and international status when the bid was announced. Civil rights activist and longtime House 
Representative John Lewis described it as fitting that “the Olympics will be held in the capital of 
the New South, a city too busy to hate, home of the civil rights movement and capital of the 21st 
century.”151 Barbara Miller-Asher, a white Atlanta city councilwoman, called the successful bid 
“the best thing to happen in Atlanta in 30 years and her 13 years as a member of the city 
council,” adding that the Olympics “will benefit the city tremendously.”152 State Senate candidate 
Lynn Westmoreland even boldly declared that “The Olympics will introduce Atlanta as an 
international city.”153 Eddie Brewster, a candidate for State Representative, even called the 
winning bid “the greatest thing to happen to Atlanta since the civil rights movement.”154 
Brewster also emphasized how he hoped for the economic impact of the Games to trickle down 
to all of Atlanta’s classes. Like Brewster, some councilmembers noted the challenge of ensuring 
that the Games benefitted every Atlantan. “I hope that when the Olympics comes and goes, the 
boost that the economy feels will be felt by all communities and not just a few,” said Georgia 
House of Representatives member Tyrone Brooks. “I hope that African American storeowners, 
vendors, lawyers and journalists will be allowed to actively participate and benefit from the 
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Olympics,” Brooks continued.155 These politicians saw the Games as a chance for Atlanta to 
improve both its international reputation through civic boosterism, much in the same vein of 
Atlanta’s capture of the Braves nearly 25 years prior. This time, however, Atlanta would have 
the attention of not only the country, but the rest of the world. 
When Samaranch announced Atlanta’s victorious bid, media and dignitaries from around 
the world weighed in on what it meant for the Olympics to go to a landlocked city in the 
southern U.S. Many noted the passion that Atlanta put into their Olympics pursuit, which was a 
degree greater than the boosterism that compelled city leaders to get the sports franchises, like 
the Braves in the 1960s, or major national events, such as the 1988 Democratic National 
Convention. As Mary Schmich of the Chicago Tribune called it, Atlanta’s Olympic quest 
“transcended the mere boosterism for which Atlanta is famous.” Instead, it was a “part-civic 
sport, part spiritual mission.” The reason behind the quest, according to Schmich was that the 
Olympics were Atlanta’s “latest and bravest attempt to exorcise the humiliation and stereotypes 
that have lingered since the Civil War.”156 Vitaly Smirnov, the Soviet member of the IOC, 
described how “the best thing Atlanta had going for it was the tremendous sense of 
cooperation… people really wanted to hold the Games.”157 Even organizers noted the perception 
of Atlanta from the outside. Robert Brennan, a spokesperson for the ACOG, noted that “the 
world community now know(s) that Atlanta is not another sleepy Southern town full of women 









III. Preparation for the World (1990-1996) 
As the ACOG and the city of Atlanta began the six-year period of preparation for their 
biggest moment, the two main concerns for organizers were ensuring that the Olympics could 
stay under budget and ensuring that Atlanta presented a superior version of itself to the world. 
However, preparations for the Olympics demonstrated the city’s inability to develop low income 
neighborhoods using sports and the city’s struggle to move on from symbols representing the 
South’s racist past. City officials and urban housing agencies marginalized and removed large 
numbers of the city’s impoverished citizens through tearing down the Techwood housing 
projects without a clear relocation plan for their residents. The city also instituted harsh arrest 
laws for the homeless and offered free one-way bus tickets in order to move the homeless out of 
the city. The former Confederate battle flag remained a major part of the Georgia state flag that 
flew at certain venues, while the ACOG planned to hold events at Stone Mountain, where a 
carving of Confederate generals loomed high above the competitions. Olympics preparation also 
demonstrated the positives of Atlanta, though, as the economic gain spread throughout the city 
and the organizers ensured that much of the Olympic infrastructure would benefit the community 
long after the Games ended. Peter Applebome described the biggest challenge for Atlanta would 
be the “human and urban revitalization many expect the Games to bring to a city that symbolizes 
much of the pain and promises of race in America.”159 Ultimately, though, the main focus of 
Olympic preparation for the organizers and citizens of Atlanta was to present the perfect modern 
Southern metropolis promised in their bid to their visitors for two weeks rather than creating 
programs that would benefit Atlantans displaced by the Games.  
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As the happy feelings of unity associated with winning the Olympics wore off and 
preparations for the Games began, the realities of planning one of the world’s biggest events set 
in for Atlanta’s civic leaders. As Peter Applebome noted in April 1991 in the New York Times, 
“the process has begun with a power struggle between the overwhelmingly white group that won 
the games and the black Mayor of a city that is 70 percent black.”160 While Payne and his group 
controlled Olympic proceedings, Atlanta Mayor Bill Campbell and the rest of city government 
attempted to make money off of the Games for the city. Applebome noted the potential issues 
involving race and class that already had risen in preparation for the Games, including the 
protests of Summerhill residents that feared the construction of another large stadium in their 
neighborhood. An article in the Associated Press, written just months after the IOC accepted 
Atlanta’s bid, discussed how Atlanta activists believed how “builders will raze pockets of public 
housing and crumbling homes to make way for Olympic facilities, adding to the city’s estimated 
10,000 homeless.”161 These activists cited the city’s removal of hundreds of houses and 
businesses to build Atlanta-Fulton County Stadium in the 1960s without any support for the 
residents. Representatives for the Techwood housing projects, which sat just north of the Georgia 
Dome and the future site of Centennial Olympic Park, voiced concerns about a proposal to tear 
down the projects. Organizers and city officials planned to renovate Techwood into housing for 
Olympic athletes, which would then become housing for the area’s residents after the Games. 
However, Maggie Smith, the president of the Techwood Homes Tenant’s Association, noted her 
desire to see more community representatives on the boards for the housing project.162 Atlanta’s 
low income black citizens voiced concerns early in the process about the lack of minority 
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representation on the Olympic planning committee, even with former Mayor Andrew Young 
serving as one of the ACOG’s chairmen. Alvin Boskoff, a sociologist from Emory University, 
said that he did not “think the members of that committee are politically sensitive.” How Payne 
and his committees worked with the city’s low income, minority communities that surrounded 
the main sites for the Olympics would be a major determinant in the event’s success. 
While Atlanta certainly experienced its share of criticism under the intense microscope of 
the Olympics, the leaders of the ACOG also created several programs aimed at the long-term 
municipal benefit of the city’s residents.  Perhaps the greatest such contribution was Centennial 
Olympic Park in downtown Atlanta. Before the park, the downtown area consisted of a series of 
downtrodden office buildings that added little to the city’s most prominent area. One article even 
described the area as “one of the least attractive spots in downtown Atlanta.”163 Given the lack of 
activity in the area, Payne and the ACOG decided that it was the perfect place for an Olympic 
Park. Today, Centennial Olympic Park serves as Atlanta’s tourism hub, as it is surrounded by the 
World of Coca-Cola and the Georgia Aquarium.164 Furthermore, the park is still widely used by 
all of Atlanta’s citizens, whether for its Olympic ring-shaped fountains or for frequent festivals 
and concerts. Jim Williams, who worked in downtown Atlanta for many years, described how 
“putting the park downtown has invigorated the city because there is so much activity down 
there all year long… it was a great, great asset to the city.”165 In addition to large museums and 
attractions, the Park also revitalized the downtown area with new apartment complexes and other 
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businesses. Centennial Olympic Park is the most widely utilized, positively regarded, permanent 
addition to Atlanta brought by the Olympics. 
In the construction of Centennial Olympic Park and the rest of the infrastructure used for 
the Olympics, the ACOG ensured that minority-owned businesses received a fair share of the 
contracts generated by the Games. During the 1984 Summer Olympics in Los Angeles, media 
and activist groups widely criticized Olympic officials for failing to give contracts to minority-
owned businesses.166 Early on in planning process for the Games, the ACOG instituted an “Equal 
Economic Opportunity Plan,” designed to “track all expenditures to assure that minority-owned 
and female-owned businesses have the fullest opportunity to participate in planning and staging 
the Games.”167 A 1994 article in Black Enterprise magazine describes how “The (ACOG) seems 
committed to ensuring that African Americans receive a share of Olympic business.” The article 
also noted how that out of the $23.9 million in architectural and engineering contracts offered by 
the ACOG, $10.7 million went to minority-owned companies. Michael Rose, the senior project 
manager for minority and female-owned businesses for the ACOG, called the large percentage of 
minority contracts “absolutely unheard of in the private sector.”168 From the outset of Atlanta’s 
Olympic bid, Payne and the rest of the ACOG ensured that minority-owned businesses received 
a fair share of construction contracts in order to both help the entire Atlanta community and to 
avoid a repeat of Los Angeles’ PR debacle in 1984. 
Preparation for the Olympics also resulted in significant community development in 
some areas of Atlanta. Former Atlanta Mayor Shirley Franklin, who was in office from 2002 to 
2010, described the preparations for the Olympics as more impactful than the actual Olympics 
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themselves.169 Foundations, businesses, and the Georgia state government all put more time and 
money into certain underdeveloped communities as the Olympics approached. While some areas 
did not receive much development, other downtown neighborhoods benefitted greatly from the 
Games by design. The Summerhill neighborhood, which sat near the Olympic stadium 
downtown and initially protested the construction of the Olympic Stadium, received new mixed-
income housing and single-family homes funded by millions in dollars in grants directly related 
to the Olympics.170 The city also agreed to donate 8.25% of parking revenues from Braves games 
at the new stadium to the Summerhill community after the conclusion of the Olympics.171 The 
deal with the city was a direct result of protests by Summerhill residents and politicians 
representing the neighborhood, as they remembered how the construction and operation of 
Atlanta-Fulton County Stadium had negatively impacted the area. However, despite the 
improvements in the neighborhood, ramshackle houses and vacant land still marred the area 
around the stadium throughout the Olympics and into the Braves’ tenure in the stadium. Even 
when the Metropolitan Atlanta Olympic Games Authority, an agency designed to plan for the 
Games’ legacy in Atlanta, bought land to develop 1,000 new housing units in the Summerhill 
area, they still had to displace the people who lived in those lots.172 While not every 
neighborhood, such as the Techwood projects, received the same attention as Summerhill, the 
city and its citizens certainly invested in some communities as public officials attempted to find 
some benefits in the Olympics for all its citizens. 
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Even during the operational phase of the Games, the ACOG made sure to consider 
homeless and lower-income Atlantans that were negatively affected by the Olympics. For the 
first time in Olympic history, an Olympic organizing committee partnered with a food bank to 
distribute leftover food from the vast proceedings to the less fortunate.173 The Atlanta 
Community Food Bank collected food nightly after the Games, with volunteers picking up the 
food and distributing it to almost 600 agencies throughout the Southeast. The food bank 
collected nearly 300,000 meals throughout the course of the Games, with an unmeasurable 
impact. Executive director of the Food Bank, Bill Bolling, even described the program as 
possibly “the greatest legacy we leave from the Games.”174   
Much of the preparations for the 1996 Olympic bid revolved around redeveloping the 
city’s low-income housing, with the hopes of using the event for long-overdue redevelopment of 
such areas. Part of Atlanta’s message of unity in the lead-up to the Olympics revolved around a 
united city where growth was possible for all classes of citizens. However, much of the city’s 
impoverished areas were left either unimproved or affected negatively by the Olympic 
preparations. While the Games positively affected the Summerhill neighborhood, Summerhill 
also had a large corporate-driven development fund and motivated developers.175 Many such 
neighborhoods did not have the same luxuries or, despite building low-income housing, did not 
have programs to develop human capital, which led to displacement among the lower classes due 
to rising rent.  
The highest profile example came in downtown Atlanta at Techwood Homes, which was 
built during the Franklin Roosevelt presidency and served as the nation’s oldest public housing 
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project. Located across the street from the proposed Olympic village, Techwood was a reminder 
of Atlanta’s extreme poverty due to the decrepit living conditions, high crime rates, and 
prominent location along the main interstate through the city.176 In the early stages of the 
Olympic process, Techwood became an obvious candidate for renovation or reconstruction due 
to its condition and prominent location in the center of the city. After the U.S. Federal 
Government pulled support for public housing projects under the Reagan administration, those 
projects began to deteriorate throughout the country. While Techwood had history, it did not 
have the funding to continue to support its residents.177  
After several years of protest, the Techwood Residents Association and the Atlanta 
Housing Authority (AHA) agreed to proceed with the AHA’s development plan for the 
Olympics. Renee Glover, the president of the AHA in the 1990s, led the development of a 
mixed-income housing bloc called Centennial Place. Glover envisioned Centennial Place as 
somewhere former Techwood residents could live next to citizens with higher incomes in order 
to foster community growth.178 However, the increased rent and the smaller number of homes led 
to only 7% of former Techwood residents relocating to the new Centennial Place after the 
Olympics.179 Jim Williams recounted his disappointment about the handling of the Techwood 
projects. “They said they were incorporating the people who lived there into the general 
population… but in actuality, they moved them out of downtown to somewhere else. You did not 
provide any opportunities or training, you just moved them. You did not move them north, you 
moved them to other black neighborhoods around the city. That was bad, awful actually.” The 
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development was not meant to improve the lives of the area’s inhabitants – rather, the AHA 
envisioned a cleaner, more aesthetically pleasing renovation of a central area downtown to 
display for Olympic visitors without much care for former Techwood residents. 
Techwood was not the only family housing project renovated into something other than 
low-income housing, as the AHA also renovated Clark Howell Homes and East Lake Meadows 
near downtown Atlanta. The renovations resulted in the net loss of over 1,000 subsidized 
housing units for Atlanta’s poorest citizens.180 These displaced residents received Section 8 
housing vouchers or were placed in other public housing, but most of the housing was spread out 
and not inside the city limits. While the AHA removed and refurbished the most highly 
concentrated areas of poverty in the city, they failed to establish replacement housing programs 
for poor, minority Atlantans. In remarks about the Olympics, Billy Payne and other organizers 
used broad language to describe how “Atlanta” realized its dream of hosting an Olympics. 
However, the removal of low-income residents under the guise of urban renewal demonstrated 
the difference of the impact that the Olympics had on different classes of Atlantans.  
The Techwood Homes situation was not the only attempt by Olympic organizers to 
present a different, cleaner version of Atlanta to visitors. As journalist John Ruch said about the 
Olympics, “All the city’s a stage, and you have to make it look good.”181 The creation of more 
stringent homeless laws prior to hosting an Olympics is not uncommon, as most Olympic hosts 
attempt to “clean up” their city before hosting visitors and media from all over the world. 
Throughout the months leading up to the Games, the city of Atlanta instituted laws making it 
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easier to arrest homeless Atlantans and even offered free one-way bus tickets to the homeless. 
The government of Fulton County, which encompasses Atlanta, offered the homeless one-way 
bus tickets out of the city starting in 1994.182 The bus tickets came with strict conditions. The 
ticket recipient had to prove that they had either a family or job waiting for them at the end 
destination. However, starting in early 1996, they also had to sign a statement promising to never 
return to the city. According to project director Willie Chappell, the aim of the bus tickets was to 
eliminate the drain of the homeless of Fulton’s social services, with the “no return” provision 
attempting to keep the recipients away from their bad situations in Atlanta.183 Chappell admitted 
their department had no way to enforce the measure, which led Fulton County Commission 
Chairman Mitch Skandalakis to heavily criticize the program. “It sounds to me like we’re giving 
homeless people a paid vacation to go home and come back,” said Skandalakis, who had never 
heard of the program before reporters asked him about it.  
Homeless advocates in Atlanta, suspicious of any city measures that might be designed to 
clear out the homeless before the Olympics, latched onto the bus tickets as their proof. One 
Atlanta Journal-Constitution article attempted to dispel this notion. “The recipients of bus tickets 
should wind up better off than they were in Atlanta. They will have the support of relatives or 
they will have self-sufficiency through a job. Who would argue that they are worse off with that 
than with homelessness in Atlanta?”, questioned the reporter.184. Many cities have similar one-
way ticket programs in attempts to move their homeless, often with little end benefit to those 
involved.185 However, the bus ticket program was widely reported on in March 1996, and while 
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there were no updates before the Games, visiting media used the bus tickets as evidence that 
Atlanta’s government was displacing their homeless population for the Olympics. 
The bussing controversy was just a small piece of the larger issue of how Olympic 
organizers treated Atlanta’s homeless population in the lead-up to the Games. One Atlanta 
Journal-Constitution article sets the stage for the situation, saying “though Atlanta leaders want 
to protect visitors from menacing panhandlers, advocates for the homeless complain of callous 
leaders more concerned about the city’s image than its poor.”186 In the summer of 1996, the 
city’s unemployment rate dropped to a miniscule 3.5%.187 Nevertheless, the remaining homeless 
were a hot topic among international media leading up to the Olympics. The city of Atlanta 
passed new laws and stricter enforcement of existing anti-loitering and panhandling laws just 
before the start of the Games, despite Mayor Bill Campbell adamantly denying any policy 
designed to remove homeless from Atlanta’s streets.188 Atlanta Task Force on the Homeless 
director Anita Beaty refuted this claim, saying that her organization documented four times more 
arrests of the homeless from May 1995 to May 1996.189 A key city ordinance, often referred to as 
the “loitering law,” allowed police to arrest people “acting in a manner not usual for law-abiding 
individuals” in parking lots and garages, places that the homeless frequently used to seek 
shelter.190 While city officials were certainly concerned about the potential for crime given the 
nearly three million visitors coming for the Olympics, the new ordinances gave an impression 
that the city did not care about aiding the homeless population. However, some homeless 
advocates did not see the measures as harmful or malicious. Rev. Vince Smith, the director of the 
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Atlanta Union Mission, saw the measures as forging a partnership between organizations such as 
his and governmental agencies.191 Nevertheless, critics of the Games interpreted the crackdown 
on Atlanta’s homeless as another example of white civic leaders showing a lack of concern for 
the predominantly black poor of Atlanta’s inner city.  
International media members used the bus tickets, homeless ordinances, and torn-down 
public housing, along with the South’s racist history, to slam Atlanta’s Olympics. An article by 
Murray Campbell in Canada’s The Globe and Mail ripped the city, saying that “giving (the city’s 
homeless) bus fare and telling them to get lost was very much in the tradition of a city that has 
always imagined greatness and then looked for the quickest and easiest way to find it.”192 
Campbell also described the perceived mindset of city officials and Olympic organizers in 
preparation for the Olympics. “Atlanta told the IOC that it was a world-class city and, dammit, it 
intends to be one even if that means that century-old problems of race, poverty and white flight 
are swept under the rug – or buried under corporate logos,” said Campbell.193 A 1995 article in 
the Atlanta Inquirer calls out Atlanta’s civic leaders, saying that the “city government is not too 
busy to hate the homeless” and citing Atlanta’s lack of plans to decriminalize homelessness 
before the Olympics.194 A series of films even circulated on European television in the months 
leading up to the Games that described the struggles of Atlanta’s homeless. The films focused on 
the destruction of housing projects to build the Olympic Village and the bussing of homeless out 
of the city. They also “strongly implied that slave labor was used to get Atlanta ready” for the 
Olympics.195 While the films also featured violence by the Ku Klux Klan, they did not note 
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Atlanta’s relative lack of racial violence during desegregation compared to the rest of the 
American South. 
Aside from the treatment of Atlanta’s black, lower class populations in advance of the 
Olympics, the other major controversy around race stemmed from the symbols that served as 
reminders of the South’s racist, Confederate history. The two major incendiary symbols were the 
Georgia state flag, which still prominently featured the Confederate battle flag, and the carving 
of three Confederate generals at Stone Mountain park, where Olympic tennis, archery, and track 
cycling would take place. The Georgia state assembly added the Confederate portion in 1956 as a 
response to the Brown v. Board of Education ruling.196 The state legislature would not modify the 
design until 2001, when increasing protests forced then-Governor Roy Barnes to make a change. 
The flag represented an integral hitch in Atlanta’s plans to modernize and move on from a racist 
past: how was a city supposed to convince outsiders to ignore the region’s history when the 
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Figure 2.1: Flag Controversy 
Olympic visitors saw Georgia’s state flag, part of which included the Confederate flag, at 
state-owned buildings such as the Georgia Dome. The pre-1956 flag (far left) was flown at 




Atlanta city officials tried to bury their history for the two weeks of the Olympics in 
hopes that visitors would not let it impact their opinion of the city. The officials took down the 
state flag and replaced it with the pre-1956 flag, which did not feature the Confederate insignia, 
at city- and county-owned buildings. The ACOG also prohibited flags other than those of the 
competing countries at event venues, presumably to reduce the chances of the Confederate 
banner being flashed in the background of an NBC broadcast.197 However, the ACOG could not 
entirely remove the flag from the Games, as state law required the flag to hang in state-owned 
venues such as the Georgia Dome.198 A curator at the Atlanta History Center described Atlanta as 
having a “very image-conscious history” and noted the South’s sensitivity to their uncensored 
version of the past.199 The Confederate flag represented the very issue that Atlanta hoped to move 
on from with their Olympics, which was displaying the harmonious, progressive city that had 
emerged from the hatred. African American protestors also planned to picket events at Olympic 
venues that flew the state flag, while some black Atlantans burned a state flag on the steps of the 
state Capitol in Atlanta during the Opening Ceremonies.200 A Los Angeles Times article by Eric 
Harrison on the topic noted how despite the cohesive identity in the South forged form 
reconstruction, the South also must face the “realization that its black and white citizen’s 
experiences and perceptions of history often are at odds.”201 Another article by Harrison 
discusses the spectre of Stone Mountain and the prominent carving of three Confederate generals 
on horseback. Harrisons states that during the Games, “2 million visitors will be expected to feel 
good about Stone Mountain and the number of other reminders that the city known as the cradle 
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of the civil-rights movement also has a vivid historical flip-side.”202 While the ACOG and City 
of Atlanta could do their best to remove flags and other symbols, the banner would remain in 
certain places around the city and certainly on the outskirts of Atlanta. The carving would loom 
ominously over Olympic events held at Stone Mountain. Overt reminders of the past from which 
Atlanta was trying to move on from would remain for visitors throughout the 1996 Summer 
Olympics. 
IV. The Games (July-August 1996) 
As the world descended on Atlanta in July 1996 for the city’s two weeks in the spotlight, 
the city and the ACOG had made attempts to take care of their image problems. They banned 
Confederate flags at events, tore down Techwood Homes, and revitalized the city’s downtown 
for visitors with Centennial Olympic Park. The Games themselves broke records for country, 
athlete, and fan attendance, as well as domestic viewership due to the ability to broadcast in 
primetime on the U.S. East Coast. However, while the athletic competitions ran smoothly, the 
Olympics were widely panned by visiting media for the sheer amount of commercialism around 
the city. Transportation errors were also common, given the increased traffic and number of 
outsiders in the city. Ultimately, the criticism stemmed from Atlanta seemingly not living up to 
the extravagance, splendor, and civic beauty expected from a summer Olympics. Atlanta also 
had the misfortune of following the 1992 Summer Olympics in Barcelona, which many 
considered the perfect ideal of how to fit the Olympics into a city. Despite breaking Olympics 
records and running under budget, Billy Payne’s Games still received criticism because many 
outsiders felt that Atlanta had still not reached the upper echelon of world cities. 
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Based strictly off the numbers reported by Atlanta’s Games, a neutral observer unversed 
on the expectations for a modern summer Olympics would believe that Atlanta put on the best 
Olympics of all time. Atlanta stayed under their $1.7 billion budget, emerging with a profit of 
$10 million without the use of any federal or local funds. The ACOG retrofitted or renovated 
almost all the venues used for the Games to reduce unnecessary waste, a task that future 
Olympics sites such as Athens and Beijing were unable to replicate.203 The Olympics welcomed 
more athletes and countries than any previous iteration of the Games. The ACOG sold 8.32 
million tickets, the most for any Olympics ever. The average Nielsen rating for primetime 
coverage of the Games was a 21.6, which is easily still the highest average rating for any 
Olympics.204 3.5 billion viewers watched at least some of the Olympics and 2 million people 
visited Atlanta for the Games.205 Furthermore, the impact of the Games extended beyond the 
two-week window in the summer of 1996. The Metro Atlanta Chamber of Commerce polled 
major business executives both before and after the Games.206 These executives viewed the 
Olympics as “highly successful” and 24% of them said that they would be more open to a 
possible expansion to Atlanta than before. The number of executives outside of the U.S. that 
Atlanta was “better,” had a higher overall quality of life, and had better access to key markets all 
rose by double-digit percentage points over the course of the Olympics.207  
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The Games would end up bringing a $5 billion economic impact to the city, much larger 
than any Super Bowl or political convention could possibly create.208 The Olympics created a 
tangible impact on the area’s population as well. From 1989 to 1991, Atlanta’s population 
growth rate jumped from 2.93% to 4.95%.209 The growth rate would stay higher than 4.93% until 
2000, spanning an entire decade. While the Olympics may not have been the only driving factor, 
the announcement of Atlanta’s successful bid and the subsequent hosting of the Games was 
certainly a major influence. The ACOG and the City of Atlanta were able to rightfully boast that 
they had put on the biggest Olympics of all-time, seemingly fulfilling their mission to present a 
progressive, business-minded city to the world. However, mitigating factors such as the reliance 
on corporate sponsors and a relatively mundane aesthetic doomed Atlanta’s Olympics in the eyes 
of the public. 
One of the main criticisms of Atlanta’s Olympic Games was the backlash for the massive 
amounts of corporate sponsorship used to fund the Games. Atlanta mostly relied on corporate 
sponsors, television rights, and ticket sales to fund their Olympics. Every sponsor wanted to 
ensure that their investment paid off. From the sponsored concerts and activations in Centennial 
Olympic Park to the advertisements on the sides of downtown buildings, visitors could barely go 
anywhere without seeing official Olympic sponsors. Tony Kornheiser of the Washington Post 
described his lasting memory of the Atlanta Olympic Games – “When I close my eyes and 
picture Atlanta, I see a giant Miller Lite can or a giant Bud can- even better, Gumby 80 feet 
high!”210 A journalist for the Wall Street Journal noted the IOC’s discontent with how the 
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sponsorship of the Games played out, noting that IOC president Juan Antonio Samaranch would 
not miss “the mechanized bulls, the human cannonballs or the Elvis impersonator hawking 
raspberry Slurpee’s to come along.”211 Funding through sponsorship, which became fashionable 
during the 1984 Los Angeles Games as an alternative to the massive amounts of public funding 
needed to finance the Games, had spun out of control. The IOC began to draft up rules on how to 
use the Olympic marks and logos to avoid another Olympics saturated with hopeful advertisers 
immediately after the Atlanta Olympics.212 IOC executive Dick Pound even complained about 
how the IOC had no idea that Atlanta would turn their Games into a carnival that resembled a 
tent scene from M*A*S*H despite the IOC agreeing to Atlanta’s plan of finance by corporate 
sponsorship.213  
Despite the involvement of the mayors in the bid process, Atlanta’s Organizing 
Committee was relatively independent in their financing and organization of the Games. Most of 
the issues came from the plethora of sponsors in the absence of a few major sponsors. When 
companies balked at Payne’s asking price of $40 million for sponsorships, the ACOG began to 
sell off sponsorships for less money. The City of Atlanta also made their own business deals to 
get a slice of the Olympic pie, selling permits allowing vendors to sell merchandise outside the 
restricted Olympic zone. 214 The dysfunctional triumvirate of the IOC, ACOG, and the City of 
Atlanta resulted in an environment of corporate stuffiness that put a black mark on the Games in 
the eyes of many. Despite the numerical success of the Atlanta Olympics, the overt sponsorship 
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gave it a feel that “was more like a state fair,” according to Los Angeles Times writer Randy 
Harvey.215 IOC marketing officials even began to draft up new conditions restricting 
sponsorship and ensuring some degree of government funding for future Olympic hosts 
before Atlanta’s Games even ended.216 Without sponsorships, Atlanta could not have hosted 
the Games. However, the sponsorships were widely panned as a reason that the Games leave a 
sour taste with anyone who remembers them. 
Another major blunder at the Olympics was the failure of the transportation system 
around Atlanta. Computer errors and unorganized bus routes made both athletes and spectators 
alike either arrive late or completely miss events. One rumor suggested that the IOC even 
considered wresting control of the Games from the ACOG due to the missteps in 
transportation.217 Most of the complaints about the transportation system seemed to originate 
from unprepared and confused volunteers that did not receive proper training from the ACOG. 
The volunteer bus drivers mostly came from out of town, which led to confusion and apathy 
from both drivers and passengers when a bus did not run on time. The delays and tardiness gave 
a media base hungry for negative talking points an angle to run with, as every media member had 
some story about a bus malfunction. These complaints forced a spokesman for the Atlanta 
Chamber of Commerce to note that while the transportation miscues bothered him, the mistakes 
didn’t mean “you can’t do business here. It just says that ACOG can’t deliver some of the things 
media and athletes have been expecting.”218 With significant organizational miscues, the city 
appeared to be failing at seemingly simple logistics planning during their biggest moment. 
 
215 Randy Harvey, “IOC Should Share Blame for ’96 Billboard Olympics,” Los Angeles Times, July 16, 1997. 
216 Heylar, Copetas, and Thurow. 
217 Neil A. Campbell, “Transport, Computers Plague Olympics: Atlanta Scrambles to Save Face,” The Globe and 




Domestic and international media reacted to the end of Atlanta’s Olympic Games by both 
lauding Atlanta and pointing out the flaws in its Games. Some in the media praised the city for 
the effort they put into hosting the Olympics. Mike Downey of the Los Angeles Times noted 
Atlanta’s perseverance, mentioning how the city gave everything it had to the Olympics and 
valiantly pressed on in the face of the violent bombing in Centennial Olympic Park during the 
Games.219 Another L.A. Times article described the wonderful experience for athletes and 
spectators but noted major difficulties such as transportation, technological, and 
commercialization issues. An article in The Vancouver Sun describes the Atlanta Olympics as 
“the most disorganized, chaotic Olympiad in the history of the Olympic movement,” but also 
noted how “this time, the world really took part (in the Olympics).”220 Thomas Cunningham, a 
senior economist at the Federal Reserve Bank in Atlanta, noted how “the Games allowed Atlanta 
to solve a lot of problems pretty inexpensively, without a lot of political bloodletting, in ways 
that lots of other cities are really having to confront right now in a very serious fashion.”221 One 
New York Times article by Peter Applebome accurately described the aftermath of the Olympics 
for the city of Atlanta. Applebome said that “the Games left Atlanta with new stadiums, 
downtown improvements and transportation projects, a higher – if not entirely flattering – 
international profile, and perhaps a newfound drive to address its substantial urban ills.”222 While 
Atlanta achieved substantial civic improvements for a lower cost and less political conflict than 
many other cities, the city also received the scrutiny attached with hosting a Summer Olympics. 
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Everybody in the world knew about Atlanta after the Olympics, but they were not necessarily 
blown away by what they saw. 
Despite complaints of corporate overcrowding and nightmare transportation systems, 
most of the visitors to Atlanta seemingly enjoyed the Games. The crowds at events were widely 
reported to be loud and participatory throughout the two weeks. The concerts and other activities 
in Centennial Olympic Park provided activities for fans outside of athletic events. Atlantans 
flocked to the park and events throughout the two weeks, largely enjoying the Games. While the 
fan experience and underlying numbers of the Atlanta Olympics may have been stellar, though, 
the reaction from the rest of the world demonstrates Atlanta’s progress in their goal of moving on 
from the old South and emerging as an international city. The state flag controversy and athletic 
events at Stone Mountain ensured that the South’s past constantly loomed, figuratively and 
literally, over the proceedings. Neglect for many of the city’s low-income minorities and 
homeless also demonstrated a lack of egalitarianism that Atlanta pitched in their bid. However, 
even when Atlanta demonstrated the harmonious sense of civic pride that it had hoped to project, 
the international community still felt that Atlanta fell short of their mark. The transportation 
errors, organizational chaos, and mountains of consumerism projected not a city entering the 
world’s elite, but instead a smaller metropolis that fell into the hosting of the Olympics and was 
trying to put on the Games with a strict budget. Despite the best efforts of the ACOG, the rest of 
the world saw the 1996 Olympics as a reminder that while the South may be on the rise, it still 
did not have the requirements of a true international powerhouse. 
V. Conclusion 
In the days before the Closing Ceremonies of the 1996 Summer Olympics, an Atlanta 
radio station urged attendees to chant “Best ever!” as a message to IOC President Juan Antonio 
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Samaranch to continue his tradition of calling each Olympics the “best Olympics ever” at the 
Closing Ceremony.223 However, at the Ceremony, Samaranch simply labeled Atlanta’s crowning 
moment as “exceptional,” breaking tradition and leaving a pointed message to the rest of the 
world as the Olympics moved on to Nagano and Sydney, the site of the next two Olympics. 
Samaranch also criticized the structure of the Olympic Games, saying “I don’t like the Olympics 
organized by a private firm.” The IOC and the rest of the international media viewed the Atlanta 
Olympics as an average but forgettable Olympics at best or a corporation-driven affront to the 
Olympic ideal at worst, with a clear understanding that they would never let a strict budget or the 
lack of public funding influence the quality of the Olympics again. 
The moment of Atlanta’s Olympics that will be remembered the most outside of Ali’s 
famous moment with the torch happened in Atlanta’s Centennial Olympic Park. On July 27, 
1996, around 1:30 AM, a pipe bomb exploded during a concert in the park.224 Two people died 
as the result of the bombing, while 111 people were injured. Much of the reaction to the bomb 
centered around security guard Richard Jewell, who many accused of setting off the bomb and 
then alerting the authorities in a grasp for fame. Jewell was eventually found innocent and 
authorities arrested bomber Eric Rudolph, who had bombed several abortion clinics in the South, 
in 2003. The bombing became the center of the discussion surrounding the Games, with many 
lauding the ACOG’s reaction to the events. Rather than shut down the Olympics, events resumed 
as scheduled, with Centennial Olympic Park opening again just three days after the attack. The 
moment served as a unifying force, an attack directly at the heart of the Olympics. While the 
international community did not react to the bombing with the same vigor of the 1972 Munich 
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hostage situation, the bombing became the second-biggest terrorist attack at an Olympics and 
served as the lasting emotional memory of the Atlanta Games.  
Despite the passion of Atlantans when the city received the Summer Olympics in 1990, 
those who live in the city no longer champion their Olympic Games in the same way despite the 
largely positive long-term impact that the event had on the city. While the legacy of the Games is 
apparent throughout the city, from the still-popular Centennial Olympic Park to the Olympic 
Stadium that morphed the Braves’ Turner Field and then Georgia State University’s football 
stadium, there is a level of apathy about Atlanta’s only Olympics. Writer and Atlanta native 
Rembert Browne accurately summed up modern Atlanta’s take on the Olympics in a 2014 
article. “So, what’s left for someone who wants to be proud of a much-maligned Olympics? 
Swallowing your pride and admitting to yourself the slightly embarrassing fact you truly care 
about. Simply getting the Olympics,” argues Browne.225 The author notes that the reaction to a 
widely panned Olympics has made the simple fact of getting the Games a point of pride for most 
Atlantans, even as the infrastructure fades into the ordinary Atlanta landscape. Atlanta will never 
fully move on from its slavery-entrenched past and it may never truly rise into the pantheon of 
internationally renowned cities, such as London, Paris, or Los Angeles. However, the Olympics 
showed the dynamism of the city’s leaders to reach the center of the world’s attention and 
showed the desire of the city’s inhabitants to improve their city and display it as one of the 
world’s best. 
When compared to the Summer Olympics in Sydney, Athens, and Beijing that followed 
1996, Atlanta’s Games stand out in both positive and negative ways for its practicality. Atlanta 
 




could not showcase state-of-the-art venues, such as Beijing’s Olympic Stadium, or the oceanside 
scenery of Sydney. Other cities spent much more on the Games than Atlanta without nearly as 
much corporate sponsorship, giving them a cleaner and more extravagant look and feel. 
However, these cities also did not come close to making a profit in their Olympics. Beijing spent 
$45 billion on their Summer Games and abandoned many of these brand-new venues after the 
Olympics.226 The costs for the Athens Olympics contributed directly to the Greek debt crisis and 
their venues also remain overgrown and out of use. While Atlanta’s Olympics did not leave a 
long-lasting impact on the city or on the international community, they also did not send the city 
into financial ruin through unnecessary extravagance. Atlanta’s Organizing Committee 
successfully fulfilled the vision that they pitched in their 1990 bid – the IOC simply decided that 
they wanted a different version of what a Summer Olympics should look like. By being 
pragmatic and hosting the Olympics in a financially responsible manner, Atlanta did not launch 
their marquee event into the pantheon of memorable Olympics or create a new reputation for 
themselves. In doing so, though, they set the city up for continued economic growth and gave 














Out of the Park: Different Plans for Stadium Construction in 21st Century Atlanta, 2013-2020 
 
I. Introduction 
Mayor Ivan Allen, Jr.’s pride and joy, the “status symbol” that put Atlanta in every 
newspaper in the country, fell to the ground in a series of orchestrated implosions on August 2nd, 
1997. Neither the city nor the Atlanta Braves baseball club needed Atlanta-Fulton County 
Stadium, after it hosted the team for 30 full seasons, because of the 1996 Summer Olympic 
Games. Immediately after the Olympics ended and the International Olympic Committee shifted 
their focus to the 1998 Winter Olympics, officials for the Braves and the city of Atlanta began to 
transform their Olympic Stadium into the Home of the Braves. The plan to use the Olympic 
Stadium as a new ballpark for the Braves was a part of Billy Payne’s original Olympic pitch in 
the late 1980s.227 The Braves threatened to move either to the suburbs or out of the city entirely 
without a new stadium, but Payne’s scheme allowed the team to remain downtown in a 
retrofitted, modern venue. The stadium’s transformation was completed in less than eight months 
and ready for the start of the 1997 baseball season. While some local politicians and critics 
argued that the team received a free stadium, the ACOG primarily financed the stadium with 
some financial input from the Braves. The ACOG’s stadium manager planned Turner Field, 
which was named after the Turner Broadcasting Company and Braves’ owner Ted Turner, with 
the idea that the Braves would use the stadium for the next 40 seasons.228 With a new stadium in 
downtown Atlanta, the Braves were set to stay in the heart of the city for years to come. 
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16 years after the first pitch in Turner Field, the Braves announced plans to leave the 
stadium amidst a flurry of stadium activity by Atlanta’s professional teams. In March, the 
Atlanta Falcons and the city of Atlanta announced that they would partner to construct a new, 
state-of-the-art football stadium immediately adjacent to their existing home, the Georgia Dome. 
Both the Dome and the site for the new stadium sat downtown, close to the west side of Atlanta 
that contained one of the poorest neighborhoods in both the city and the country. In 2013, the 
Vine City area had an unemployment rate of over 60% and a poverty rate of over 50%.229 
Nevertheless, despite offers from counties surrounding the city that had more public money and 
more control over the land, Falcons owner Arthur Blank made the choice to stay downtown and 
invest in both the city and the surrounding neighborhoods. The choice of Blank and the Falcons 
to stay downtown directly contrasted with another decision made by the Braves just eight months 
later. In November 2013, the Braves announced that they would construct a new stadium 12 
miles north of downtown Atlanta in Cobb County. Cobb officials and Braves executives 
orchestrated a secret agreement designed to take the Braves out of downtown Atlanta, where 
they had played for their first 48 seasons. In exchange for their move, Cobb County would 
finance a significant majority of the stadium and a surrounding mixed-use retail development. 
The Braves would be the first Atlanta team to play home games outside of the heart of the 
downtown.  
The creation of the two newest stadiums in Atlanta both explained the social dynamics in 
Atlanta and underscored the lessons learned from past attempts to create positive social and 
economic change through sports in the city. While the Falcons stayed in one of Atlanta’s poorest 
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neighborhoods, pledging to help rebuild and support the area as part of their deal, the Braves 
moved to metro Atlanta in order to build a mostly publicly funded baseball stadium and 
entertainment development. Even though the Braves previously explored creating such an area 
near their downtown location in the Summerhill neighborhood, they instead followed the 
historical flow of white Atlantans to the city’s suburbs. Between 2012 and 2017, the creation of 
both Mercedes-Benz Stadium for the Falcons and Truist Park (originally known as SunTrust 
Park before a 2020 name change) for the Braves emphasizes the differences in economic 
progress, developmental difficulties, and identity between downtown Atlanta and the 
surrounding metro Atlanta area. In the mid-2010s, Atlanta’s suburbs began to develop urban, 
walkable retail areas that attracted commerce from the Atlanta area. Despite having a downtown 
center surrounding Centennial Olympic Park, scattered retail developments popped up 
throughout Atlanta’s suburbs. Atlanta’s accessibility by car and lack of public transportation 
differentiated the city from those that had constructed nested ballparks downtown surrounded by 
retail as a means of urban revitalization, such as Baltimore and San Francisco. Atlanta’s 
geographical scope, the inability to develop downtown, and the willingness of surrounding 
counties to spend public money on sports meant that a move to the suburbs made sense for a 
major sports team. Meanwhile, Blank and the Falcons hoped that their presence would stabilize a 
tumultuous neighborhood. In exchange for owning and receiving a majority of the revenue from 
a new stadium, Blank committed to be a civic leader and a major part of rebuilding the Westside. 
Both stadium situations are tied to race, as the suburbs consisted of mostly white Atlantans while 
black citizens made up most of the inhabitants of Vine City and English Avenue. This chapter 
will explore how economic development and race intersect through the lenses of two very 




Between the Atlanta Summer Olympics of 1996 and the start of the stadium discussions 
in 2012, Atlanta sports hit their stride on the field and experienced a string of memorable 
moments and influential figures. The Braves achieved the most success, as they built off their 
1995 World Series title to win their division every year between 1996 and 2005.230 The Falcons 
appeared in the Super Bowl in 1998 but lost to the Denver Broncos. They also drafted star 
quarterback Michael Vick, only to see Vick go to federal prison for his role in a Virginia 
dogfighting ring. Finally, the Falcons drafted franchise players Matt Ryan and Julio Jones to 
reach a period of sustained success under Blank’s ownership. The city had even seen the creation 
and loss of another team in the National Hockey League, as the Atlanta Thrashers were created 
in 1999 before fleeing to Winnipeg, Canada in 2011. The Georgia Dome, home of the Falcons, 
hosted Super Bowl XXXIV in 2000, as well as three NCAA Final Fours in 2002, 2007, and 
2013.  
Between the 1996 Olympics in Atlanta and the start of a new decade in 2010, Atlanta’s 
population changed dramatically. Between 2000 and 2010, the Greater Metro Atlanta Area grew 
from a population near 3.5 million to over 4.1 million people, an increase of almost 20%.231 
Atlanta ranked 7th nationally in population growth between 1990 and 2013, according to a 
Georgia State University study on economic growth trends. However, while Atlanta also ranked 
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7th in employment change, it dropped to 50th in change in real per capita income, indicating that 
the jobs added paid less than those in other cities throughout the country.232 
While both the Braves and the Falcons played in stadiums that had opened in the 1990s, 
making them relatively new compared to other American sporting venues, both teams had valid 
reasons to seek out either stadium upgrades or new venues entirely. The Braves attributed 
declining attendance to a deteriorating fan experience at games, poor mass transit options, and 
the lack of development surrounding the stadium.233 The team failed to average over 31,000 fans 
per game in a three-year stretch between 2009-2011, finishing in the bottom half of the major 
leagues despite the Braves playing to winning records in all three seasons.234 The Georgia Dome 
also badly needed improvements of its own and, in 2010, NFL Commissioner Roger Goodell 
admitted that Atlanta would not host the Super Bowl again without a new stadium.235 However, 
the fact that both teams sought stadium deals at the same time complicated matters. While 
Georgia already had a hotel/motel tax specifically to pay for upgrades and improvements to the 
Falcons’ stadium (which will be covered in the next section), the Braves had no equivalent 
source of public financial support. While the Falcons had a MARTA, or Metro Atlanta Rapid 
Transit Authority, light rail station just steps from their stadium, the Braves had no equivalent 
means of public transportation, as fans had to take a bus to Turner Field from the nearest 
MARTA station. Furthermore, the ownership situation for both teams created differences in their 
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perceived choices of action. Arthur Blank, the owner of the Falcons, was the founder of Home 
Depot, a longtime Atlanta resident, and a noted philanthropist. Blank valued staying in 
downtown Atlanta in order to be a major part of the city’s image and to continue his 
philanthropic work with the city’s impoverished Westside, even if it meant taking a stadium deal 
without as much public financing to do so. The Braves, however, were owned by Liberty Media 
Corporation, a Colorado-based media conglomerate that had no discernable ties to the Atlanta 
community. The two teams faced remarkably similar stadium dilemmas but were postured to 
seek out two very different resolutions.  
III. Mercedes-Benz Stadium (Falcons) 
The next wave of sports stadiums in Atlanta began in 2010, when Georgia Governor 
Sonny Perdue signed a bill agreeing to a hotel/motel tax to pay for improvements to the Georgia 
Dome.236 The bill, proposed by a Republican state legislator and backed by Falcons executives, 
created a consistent, non-expiring source of tax revenue specifically earmarked for upgrades to 
the Georgia Dome, which the state of Georgia owned and leased to the Falcons.237 Soon after the 
bill’s passage, a study found that the renovations to the existing Georgia Dome would require an 
estimated $550 million of investment.238 For Falcons owner Arthur Blank and the rest of the 
executive team of the Atlanta Falcons, who had long yearned for an open-air stadium in 
downtown Atlanta, these findings confirmed the decision to build an entirely new football 
stadium. The team started negotiations with city officials in earnest, with negotiations moving 
along smoothly. In early 2013, Falcons brass had tentatively agreed to a nearly-$1 billion deal 
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with top city officials to build a retractable roof stadium, with the public contribution capped at 
$200 million and financed solely through the existing hotel-motel tax passed by Perdue.239 
Despite the agreement, Atlanta’s City Council still had to vote to go ahead with the new 
stadium. Both the Atlanta public and City Council were less certain about reaching a new deal 
despite private money covering nearly 80% of the costs. One report from 2013 described a new 
stadium as “not universally popular among the (Atlanta) public.”240 Residents that lived near the 
stadium site felt as though their input was not considered on the matter and wanted a clearer 
understanding of how it would benefit the community.241 However, even though Blank made his 
desire to stay in downtown Atlanta clear, the team also threatened to look at other opportunities 
in the metro Atlanta in February 2013, months before the Braves move was revealed to the 
public.242 Such threats by owners were not new throughout the history of Atlanta sports. Both the 
Braves and the Falcons discussed potential moves to either the suburbs or even to different cities 
when negotiating new stadium deals in the 1980s and 1990s. Suburban counties around Atlanta 
offered deals with more public money funding the stadium and more control of the area around 
the stadium than downtown Atlanta.  
Moving to the suburbs was already a trend among NFL teams. The San Francisco 49ers 
had just started construction on a stadium in Santa Clara, 45 minutes south of San Francisco, 
while the New England Patriots played 30 miles outside of Boston in Foxborough, 
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Massachusetts.243 Falcons President Rich McKay described the deal with the city as 
advantageous to the city and admitted that without Blank’s desire to stay in downtown Atlanta, 
there was “no question” that the Falcons would not do the deal, as they could do one “for a lot 
less cost” in the suburbs.244 The Atlanta City Council ultimately fast tracked and approved the 
stadium plan a little over a month after McKay’s comments on March 18, 2013 by an 11-4 
vote.245 While several of the council members argued against the speed of the stadium vote, a 
motion for more time to review the agreement failed. The council pushed the stadium through 
despite this scattered opposition, effectively creating the next big stadium in downtown Atlanta.  
After reaching a deal to finance the new stadium, the next hurdle that the city and Blank 
faced was the exact location of that stadium. Blank preferred a site directly south of the Georgia 
Dome that remained very close to the Georgia World Congress Center and to Atlanta’s light rail 
system, MARTA. However, two historic, predominately black churches, Friendship Baptist 
Church and Mount Vernon Baptist Church, stood at this site, creating another obstacle blocking 
the stadium’s construction. Falcons executives and city officials faced a similar challenge during 
the construction of the Georgia Dome in the late 1980s. Atlanta Mayor Andrew Young 
negotiated to acquire 11 black churches that sat in the spot where the Dome would be built.246 
The negotiations were far from easy, though. At first, Young agreed to a stadium deal that 
involved removing churches without consulting the leaders of those churches.247 While the 
churches sold for well over their market value, one pastor said that the churches felt consistent 
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pressure from the city to take the money and relocate their congregation.248 Despite the generous 
settlements, some of the churches in the 1990s ran into financial troubles and never truly 
recovered from their stadium-induced moves. With the memory of the late 1980s still in their 
minds, Friendship Baptist and Mount Vernon Baptist held out for generous deals from the city. 
Both churches stood directly on the desired stadium land and had rich histories in the area. 
Martin Luther King, Jr. had even preached at Friendship Baptist occasionally. Leaders of the two 
churches were determined to stay close to their original locations in order to continue serving 
their constituents and their community.249  
A few months after the stadium announcement, on September 22nd, 2013, the city of 
Atlanta and Friendship Baptist Church reached a $19.5 million settlement to sell the church in 
order to clear out space for the stadium. The agreement, which passed overwhelmingly when put 
to a vote among the church’s constituents, paid the church almost 10 times the face value of the 
land on which the church resided.250 Mount Vernon Baptist Church, which sat across the street 
from Friendship, received $14.5 million in their own settlement. Negotiations to reach the point 
had been tumultuous. In the summer of 2013, doubt arose among city officials and Atlanta media 
about the feasibility of the location because Mount Vernon threatened to pull out of negotiations. 
At one point, the city and Mount Vernon were over $14 million apart in negotiations for the land 
and the city explored a site a half-mile north of the existing Georgia Dome.251 However, the city 
reached an agreement with Mount Vernon through continued negotiations, with Mount Vernon’s 
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congregation accepting the offer on September 19th. Despite the positive vote, many Friendship 
constituents had reservations about the decision, with one church member nothing that 
“sometimes business and religion don’t quite meet.”252 On July 30, 2017, Friendship had their 
first service in their new church, which stood than half a mile from their previous location.253 
While some constituents were still peeved about their relocation, the church used the money to 
create a much bigger campus than before and aimed to continue serving the black community on 
Atlanta’s west side. For the Falcons, construction could finally begin on their preferred stadium 
site.  
Throughout the construction and early operation of the new stadium, a key social factor 
was how the new stadium impacted Vine City and English Avenue, the neighborhoods 
immediately adjacent to the site of the Georgia Dome and Mercedes-Benz Stadium. Both 
neighborhoods are predominantly African American and located next to two of Atlanta’s 
historically black colleges and universities, Clark Atlanta University and Morris Brown College. 
They are also two of the poorest neighborhoods in Atlanta. Census data from 2013 showed that 
less than 40% of Vine City residents were employed, with more than 50% of families with 
children living below the poverty level.254 The neighborhood is at the heart of one of the biggest 
food deserts in the United States, as residents face a nearly-impossible task in finding fresh 
produce save for a few isolated stores.255  
 
252 “Friendship Baptist Church Accepts $19.5 Million Buyout for New Stadium.” 
253 Shelia M. Poole, “Historic Friendship Baptist Church Moves into New Home on Sunday,” Atlanta Journal-
Constitution, July 25, 2017. 
254 Rebecca Burns, “It’s Going to Take More than $45 Million* to Help Vine City,” Atlanta Magazine (blog), March 
13, 2013. 
255    
94 
 
For two decades, the Georgia Dome had loomed over these poor neighborhoods despite 
promises from city officials during the Dome’s construction to help rebuild the areas. Since the 
Georgia Dome first opened at the location in 1992, the population of Vine City had fallen by 
two-thirds.256 Journalist Mary Schmich summarized the city’s goals for both the stadium and the 
community at the time of the Georgia Dome’s construction in the late 1980s. “Atlanta is a 
convention-hungry city whose powerbrokers believed that a domed stadium – so far just a huge 
concrete skeleton rising in the red clay next to a poor black neighborhood called Vine City – 
would bring visitors to town and keep the football team from leaving,” described Schmich.257 
Atlanta officials emphasized the stadium’s potential to help the nearby neighborhoods. During 
the construction of the Dome in the late 1980s, Mayor Maynard Jackson and other city officials 
told reporters and residents that Vine City would be a focus of the city given the location of the 
new stadium and that living conditions would be cleaned up significantly.258 During the Dome 
construction, Jackson promised that the city would “make Vine City as good as any other 
neighborhood.”259 However, throughout the 1990s and 2000s, the city made little progress in 
developing the surrounding area. Despite spending over $100 million to revitalize Vine City, 
progress was nonexistent.260 One resident explained the problem in a 2016 NPR interview, noting 
that during a boom of construction in the mid- to late-2000s, “it really looked like there was a 
positive change at that point. But the prevailing problem was subpar construction.”261 Some 
critics even argued that the Georgia Dome cut the Westside off from the rest of downtown, 
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hurting the area rather than helping it. Now, 20 years later, the Vine City community was faced 
with the relocation of two other historic churches and another round of public funding put 
towards a stadium instead of their community. Part of the reason Falcons’ owner Arthur Blank 
wanted the stadium to remain downtown, though, was to invest and improve in the adjacent 
neighborhoods. A key aspect in reaching the new stadium agreement with the city was a promise 
by Blank to invest and personally oversee development in the Westside. During the process of 
building the new Falcons stadium, Blank and the city were determined to improve the area and 
avoid the same mistakes that had prevented growth in the past. 
At the March 2013 Atlanta City Council vote on the new football stadium, Atlanta Mayor 
Kasim Reed remarked that “there are so many scars. The people from Vine City and English 
Avenue, they have deep pain and deep hurt. Many of us candidly were not around. We actually 
have an opportunity this time to get it right. We have a five-year runway…to actually honor 
these commitments that we have made together.”262 Unlike Mercedes-Benz Stadium, though, the 
Georgia Dome building and property had been owned by the city of Atlanta and leased out to the 
Falcons as tenants.263 This gave Rankin Smith, the previous owner of the Falcons, and his 
executives a fraction of the influence on both the building and surrounding area that Blank had 
with his new stadium, as he personally financed a significant majority of MBS in exchange for 
majority control over the building. While Blank committed to developing and investing in the 
Westside, many neighborhood residents were skeptical given their experience with the Georgia 
Dome. When construction began on the new stadium in 2013, Reed and Blank offered many of 
the same promises of urban renewal that had accompanied the Georgia Dome, Turner Field, and 
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the Olympic Village in the Techwood neighborhood. The key differentiator, though, was Blank’s 
personal philanthropy and drive to instill long-lasting change in the community around the 
stadium. 
Arthur Blank, the owner of the Falcons, was a driving force in both the building of the 
new stadium and in the commitments to rebuilding Vine City and English Avenue. Blank is a 
businessman from Brooklyn who founded Home Depot in 1978 with co-founder Bernie Marcus. 
Marcus and Blank had no previous connection to Atlanta, but established the first Home Depot 
stores in Atlanta after a nationwide search for a suitable location.264 After becoming a billionaire 
through the success of Home Depot, Blank retired from his role as company co-chairman in 2001 
and quickly began his second act as sports owner and philanthropist. Blank acquired the Falcons 
franchise from the original owners, the Smith family, for $545 million in 2002.265 Blank 
recognized the potential of a new stadium for the Falcons as early as 2006.266 In negotiations for 
the stadium, Blank noted the difference that a state-of-the-art facility could make in the area. 
“We view this as a unique opportunity to make a permanent difference in the lives of the people 
in the community,” Blank said in a December 2012 interview.267 By that time, the city of Atlanta 
had announced a partnership with the Arthur M. Blank Family Foundation and the Atlanta 
University Center centered around economic development in the neighborhoods near the 
stadium. The president of the Blank Foundation, Penny McPhee, said that “it would be a crime if 
we don’t take this opportunity to do something important, transformational, sustainable and long 
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term in those communities,” referring to it as a “once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.”268 Blank’s 
philanthropic investment and the creation of social and professional programs for Westside 
residents appeared to be a welcome change, given the previous 50 years of well-known failures 
by those involved with sports in Atlanta to promote neighborhood economic development.269 
Also, the $200 million in public funding that Blank received for the new stadium as well as 
Blank’s private ownership of the stadium provided incentives to ensure that the stadium 
benefitted not only its owners, but the community in which it stood.  
As a part of Blank’s deal with the city to approve the new stadium, Blank and his family 
foundation committed a $15 million grant to the Westside Neighborhood Prosperity Fund, a 
figure that the city’s Invest Atlanta group matched.270 To ensure the proper use of those funds, 
Blank hired Frank Fernandez to serve in the newly-created Vice President of Community 
Development role for his foundation. Penny McPhee described Fernandez’s role as “leading the 
Foundation’s efforts to create strong, vibrant neighborhoods for current and future residents.”271 
After three years of consistent neighborhood development and stadium construction, Blank 
doubled down on his original investment in September 2017, soon after the stadium’s opening. 
Blank and Invest Atlanta combined to add an additional $32 million to the Westside 
Neighborhood Prosperity Fund.272 Blank commented that “realm impactful change is happening 
in Atlanta’s historic Westside communities because of the passion and trust expressed by 
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residents… and the dedication by Westside-based nonprofits to serve those facing some of the 
toughest of circumstances.” At least $12 million of Blank’s original investment had been used 
primarily on building human capital in the area in attempts to avoid driving residents out.273 Most 
recently, in August 2019, Blank’s foundation donated $17.5 million in order to develop a park on 
the Westside.274  
The large investment from both Blank and the city into the Westside has created 
significant change from the time of Blank’s initial investment in 2013 to 2020, the year 
Mercedes-Benz Stadium would have hosted the NCAA Final Four. Crime on the Westside fell 
43% between 2017 and 2019, in large part due to a grid of security cameras and a federal drug 
task force concentrated on the area.275 One new resident in the area described how not that long 
ago, “‘people were scared to come by,’ but now there are Airbnbs” being rented out in the 
area.276 The improvements in the area are supplemented by programs designed to help area 
residents with employment and financial literacy. The Westside Works program has provided job 
training and helped find employment for at least 650 Westside residents. Nevertheless, despite 
Blank’s level of investment and apparent progress in the Westside, doubts arose about how the 
residents of these neighborhoods would fare amidst the development. 
The goal of redeveloping the Westside neighborhoods has been challenging despite the 
investment and hands-on approach. Poverty remains rampant, as the New York Times called Vine 
City and English Avenue “two of the poorest neighborhoods in the Southeastern United States” 
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in a 2017 article.277 Also, predictable factors that are usually associated with urban development 
had followed Blank into the Westside. Land speculation drove rent in the area up 20% since the 
stadium plan was announced in 2012.278 In 2018, an article in Next City described “the rising 
rents and a yawning income gap threatening to displace Atlanta’s lower income residents from 
the benefits promised by the wave of investment coming into the city… slowly making its way 
into the western half of the city.”279 Most recently, in February 2020, Atlanta Mayor Keisha 
Lance Bottoms called for a moratorium on issuing new construction permits around the Westside 
Park, to which Blank donated $17.5 million in order to help build.280 The 180-day moratorium 
was done in order “to address rapid gentrification occurring in the area,” given rising concerns 
about pricing current residents out of the area. In order to combat this land speculation, both 
Blank’s Foundation and the city have attempted to keep re-developed housing under rent control 
for existing residents.281  
Nevertheless, the challenge of fighting land speculation and rising rents has replaced the 
lack of committed development as the main challenge for the Westside. Critics of the Blank plan, 
including lawmakers and community residents, noted the control that Blank’s private entity 
maintained over the efforts. Rather than listen to community residents, they argue, the city and 
Blank are attempting to force their own plans onto the neighborhood. Also, some structures look 
out of place or have little use for the Westside community, such as the gleaming pedestrian 
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bridge connecting Vine City to the stadium that cost $33 million of public money.282 Problems 
exist with Blank’s Westside development, but Blank and the city seem committed to addressing 
these problems and continuing the development, unlike the unfulfilled promises city officials 
made about the Georgia Dome 30 years earlier. 
In February 2019, the new Mercedes-Benz Stadium hosted Super Bowl LII, a crowning 
achievement for Blank’s new jewel and Atlanta’s third-ever Super Bowl. The stadium had hosted 
the 2018 College Football Playoff National Championship and is set to potentially host matches 
in the 2026 FIFA World Cup.283 The stadium was also set to host the 2020 NCAA Basketball 
Final Four before the event was canceled due to the COVID-19 pandemic.284 From a major 
events perspective, the stadium has been a marked success, hosting the country’s largest sporting 
events. However, the legacy of Mercedes-Benz Stadium will not be in the events it hosts. 
Instead, it will be whether it served as a catalyst for change in the impoverished neighborhoods 
next to it. Since the stadium’s announcement in 2013, the signs of progress are there. In addition 
to the Blank Foundation’s $40 million contribution to neighborhood improvement projects, 
corporate sponsors of the Falcons such as Truist (formerly SunTrust) and IBM have provided 
financial assistance to community programs.285 City leaders, both public and private, have 
supplied the necessary effort and resources needed to create lasting change to the Westside. 
Concerns about gentrification and driving out residents are warranted, though, given the city’s 
history in either tearing down neighborhoods around stadiums or being unable to prevent 
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gentrification in development areas. Blank and the city have answered the question about 
whether an Atlanta stadium can serve as a status symbol for the city while simultaneously 
helping the area around it. Now, Blank and the city face another question: can urban 
development, whether in the name of sporting progress or not, exist without being followed by 
gentrification? 
IV. Truist Park (Braves) 
While Atlanta’s citizens knew about the Falcons’ stadium project through consistent 
newspaper coverage prior to the deal’s finalization in 2013, the announcement of the Braves’ 
new stadium came as much more of a shock to Atlanta residents. The Braves were the oldest and 
most successful of all the Atlanta sports franchises, a staple every summer in downtown Atlanta. 
Hearing about their move to the suburbs was surprising, even to those closest to the inner 
workings of the team. The reaction from fans and media was perhaps the reason why the deal 
was kept quiet until the final announcement. The deal between Cobb County and the Braves took 
place in three distinct steps. First, the Braves raised concerns that Turner Field needed hundreds 
of millions of dollars in renovations and sought control of the area surrounding the stadium in 
order to develop. Next, the city of Atlanta pushed back against the Braves’ ask for control and 
offered less for renovations than Braves executives were seeking. Finally, Cobb County officials 
led by Commissioner Tim Lee negotiated a deal with the team which included $450 million of 
taxpayer money to finance a $650 million stadium.286 The saga of the new Braves stadium, 
originally named SunTrust Park, details the social dynamics of Atlanta, the role of local politics 
in stadium funding, and several general truths about a unique Southern city. 
 




On November 11, 2013, the Atlanta Braves shocked the national baseball landscape and 
their fanbase when they announced that they would leave their current home, Turner Field, for a 
new ballpark for the 2017 baseball season.287 This announcement surprised Atlantans and the 
national baseball landscape because, unlike Blank and the Falcons, only a few people knew that 
the Braves were seeking a new stadium.  Like the Georgia Dome situation, though, Turner Field 
would have needed $150 million in infrastructure repairs, as well as up to $200 million to 
improve the fans’ gameday experience.288 The team argued that the failure to receive funding 
needed for improvements – combined with the inherent issues in Turner Field’s location, 
specifically the lack of convenient stadium access and mass transit options– made the move to a 
new stadium a necessity.289 The same executives reasoned that the new stadium would solve 
transportation issues by creating more access points to the stadium. The Braves would also 
control the surroundings at the new stadium, something that they had lacked at Turner Field. As 
Braves’ former GM and President John Schuerholz described it, the new stadium would “thrive 
with action and vitality 365 days a year, not just game days.”290 Like many other professional 
baseball teams, the Braves would build a smaller stadium in a condensed urban area surrounded 
by shops, restaurants, and other retail options. Unlike those other teams, though, the Braves’ 
stadium project would not be in the heart of the city. Instead, the team would build an entirely 
new development complex in Atlanta’s suburbs. 
The immediate reaction by media and fans criticized the Braves for abandoning 
downtown, creating new transportation issues, and even deliberately fleeing downtown to be 
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closer to white Atlantans. Some media members criticized the Braves for being greedy, as one 
article flashed the headline “Ungrateful Atlanta Braves Take the Money and Run.”291 In a Vice 
article, titled “Cobb County and the Braves: Worst Stadium Deal Ever?”, an economist from 
Holy Cross slams the Braves for the move. “They want to move out of their ‘old’ stadium 
because it is in a bad neighborhood that they had 18 years to turn into a good neighborhood like 
they promised in the first place,” said Victor Matheson.292 Concerns about traffic and 
transportation were rampant among Atlanta citizens, as the area around the stadium already 
experienced some of the worst traffic in the city. Atlanta Journal-Constitution sports columnist 
Mark Bradley said that every conversation he had with a Cobb resident included the question, 
“How bad do you think the traffic is going to be?”293 Furthermore, the lack of public 
transportation to the new stadium site created consternation throughout the city.294 
While the Braves may have still taken such a beneficial deal from Cobb County in order 
to shift their operation north, they certainly approached the city about creating a similar type of 
development in early negotiations. The team sought a mixed-use development plot like the one 
they have now in Cobb County adjacent to Truist Park. Called “The Battery Atlanta,” the 
development is a 1.5 million-square-foot development that features restaurants, shops, nightlife, 
hotels, office buildings and more.295 The Braves own and operate the development, which was 
created in concert with Truist Park in 2017. The team’s revenues have increased dramatically 
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with the new ballpark and commercial development, rising 69% from $262 million to $442 
million between 2016, the last season in Turner Field, and 2018.296 Such a development around 
Turner Field had long been rumored, but city officials balked at giving public money to the 
franchise despite agreeing to give $200 million to Arthur Blank and the Falcons just months 
earlier. One Forbes article even described then-Atlanta Mayor Kasim Reed and other city 
officials as “obstinate and difficult to negotiate with and miscalculated” during negotiations with 
the Braves.297 Other articles noted that while the Braves and the city discussed renovation and 
development of Turner Field and the surrounding area, the two parties “clashed over those 
redevelopment plans and how large a role the Braves would have in defining the parameters and 
selecting the top bidder.”298 Braves executives wanted the city to either give the land around 
Turner Field to the team or to sell it to the team for well below market value. Critics of the city’s 
stance pointed out the seemingly flawed logic in giving mass support to a football team while 
letting a team that plays 81 home games a year flee downtown.299 
Another major reason for the Braves’ flight to Cobb was the direct political maneuvering 
of Cobb County’s government and the massive amount of public funding that the county gave to 
the team. The Cobb County Commission Chairman, Tim Lee, was the driving political force that 
gave $400 million in public money to the Braves in a deal that was orchestrated in secret.300 As 
one Atlanta Journal-Constitution article said about the deal, “if nobody knows, nobody will ask 
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questions, until it’s too late.”301 The secrecy behind the negotiations and the amount of money 
given to the team created some political backlash against Lee and Cobb County. After the 
announcement of the deal, one Cobb citizen filed a complaint with the Cobb ethics board, saying 
that Lee violated his oath of office to facilitate the team-friendly deal.302 A member of the Cobb 
Taxpayers Association stated his belief that “public money should not go to pay for a private 
entertainment venue, which (Truist Park) obviously is.”303 The deal ultimately led to Lee’s defeat 
in his 2016 re-election campaign against opponent Mike Boyce, who cited the secret deal as a 
major reason that Lee had lost support among voters. “Cobb voters aren’t against taxes; they just 
want responsible taxes. It was the secret negotiations… they just didn’t like the way it was 
done,” said Boyce.304 The election served as a referendum for the move, which had placed a 
financial burden on the county. While the Braves saw a 47% revenue increase from their final 
season at Turner Field in 2016 to their first in Truist Park in 2017, Cobb County faced a $30 
million deficit in 2018 in part due to the money going to the stadium. The county even closed 
eight libraries to help make up the budget deficit.305 When the Braves did not get the deal they 
wanted from the city of Atlanta, the team needed a third party to offer a favorable deal. Lee 
obliged, giving Cobb County their first major professional sports team but also a sizable 
financial burden. 
Despite the team-friendly deal from Cobb County and the lack of support from Atlanta’s 
city government, fan demographics also played a role in pulling the Braves outside the city. The 
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move aligned with the recent trend of professional sports teams, specifically Major League 
Baseball teams, eschewing cavernous stadiums with acres of parking lots for smaller stadiums 
with swarths of premium seating nestled into a walkable area in the heart of the city. However, 
the ethos of Atlanta made such a stadium seem unrealistic in a downtown location. While other 
cities may center around a major, easily accessible downtown area, Atlanta has always been a 
driving city that spread out around downtown. These characteristics let the Braves feel 
comfortable creating a smaller stadium with a walkable retail area that was in the suburbs. The 
Braves also produced a map of the residences of the team’s season ticket holders, which showed 
how the new stadium site in Cobb was closer to the team’s fan base. The map demonstrates how 
the population of the greater metro Atlanta area extends far beyond the actual city boundaries. 
Dots of red are spread out in a halo around the city, but dark red encompasses the area north of 
the city. By the Braves estimation, the stadium would not only be closer to their season ticket 
holders, but their location near Interstate-285 would allow the fans to access the stadium without 
having to enter downtown in the depths of Atlanta rush-hour traffic.306 A statement put out by the 
Braves even says that “the new stadium will be located near the geographic center of the Braves’ 
fanbase.”307  
Moving outside of the city also carried a historical racial element as well, however, which 
is apparent in the season-ticket map produced by the Braves. Due to many years of urban white 
flight and the growth of the metro Atlanta area, Atlanta’s Northside was predominantly white. In 
2010, 62.5% of Cobb’s total population was white, compared to just 25% African American.308 
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This was a strident difference to the Braves previous home in Fulton County, which covered 
downtown Atlanta and had a majority black population. Media covering the move also noticed 
the racial aspect. One article in the International Business Times, titled “The Atlanta Braves’ 
Move to Cobb County Is About Race, Not Transportation” described the purpose of the move as 
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Figure 3.1: The Suburban Sprawl 
The Braves put out this map showing the spread of their season ticket holders as justification 
for their move north of the city. Downtown Atlanta is in the center of the circular highway, 
with Truist Park just northwest of the ring. 




One of the reasons the Braves justified the move was the transportation issues at Turner 
Field. However, critics of the deal noted the existing traffic surrounding the proposed stadium 
site and the lack of public transport from downtown Atlanta to Cobb County. While the traffic 
has not been a major issue since the stadium’s 2017 opening, the lack of public transportation is 
indicative of a bigger issue surrounding race in Atlanta.310 County residents have consistently 
voted down extending MARTA trains into their neighborhoods.311 In the IBT article, the chair of 
the Republican Party in Cobb notes that the reason is about “not moving people into Cobb by rail 
from Atlanta.”312 The chair of the Cobb Taxpayers’ Association even noted his suspicion that the 
Braves’ move north was a “Trojan Horse” with the goal of bringing more “crime” into the area 
by the expansion of MARTA.313 The Braves’ move was not the start of the MARTA debate, nor 
will it be the end. Since Atlanta created the MARTA system in the 1960s, the racist, “joking” 
description of the MARTA acronym was “Moving Africans Rapidly Throughout Atlanta.”314 
While a few county-level public officials voiced their concerns about public transportation in 
thinly-veiled terms, the mostly white voters of Cobb County felt the same as they consistently 
voted down measures to expand public transportation into the area. The Braves’ move was not an 
attempt to alienate a segment of the fan base, but it created a divide between the team and their 
historical relationship with the city’s African American population. Even the stadium staff, 
which had lived predominately close to Turner Field, was thrown into upheaval as many could 
not make the commute to work games in Cobb. The Braves’ Head of Security, Vernon Nix, said 
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that just 60-65% of the team’s gameday security staff could continue working at the new 
ballpark.315 While playing closer to the team’s white fans may prove a fruitful business decision, 
the move meant more than a physical move away from a section of the city with an African 
American majority. 
The social and economic implications of the switch were twofold. First, the team’s desire 
to create a multipurpose economic development around the stadium reflected their inability to do 
so at their previous home in Turner Field, despite ample space. The quote by Victor Matheson 
earlier in the section about the lack of urban development by the Braves is not entirely wrong, 
but also oversimplifies a more complicated issue. The Braves were certainly cognizant about the 
downtrodden state of the Summerhill neighborhood that surrounded Turner Field. However, the 
Braves also did not own the area immediately surrounding Turner Field. In negotiations with the 
city of Atlanta for stadium improvements, the Braves asked the city for ownership of 60 acres of 
land surrounding their stadium.316 Unwilling to give up the land for a lower valuation or even for 
free, the city insisted on an opening bidding process that would not have guaranteed a Braves 
victory. While the team asked for control over the bidding process, the uncertainty of the 
situation led to conversations with other interested parties, specifically Cobb County. Ultimately, 
the development fiasco was the kicked off the Braves’ search in the surrounding metro area.  
The team’s move north also called into question the necessity of location when claiming 
to represent a certain demographic. For many Atlantans, there was consternation over what a 
move to Cobb County meant to the team’s status as a true representative of the city of Atlanta. 
While the city’s inhabitants were spread out around the downtown nucleus, every major tourist 
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attraction and sporting event had previously been located downtown, including the other two 
major sports stadiums. Ambassador Andrew Young rebutted this argument in 2019, however. 
Young recalled a story of asking his daughters about their shopping habits at stores near the 
Braves’ new stadium despite living much closer to downtown. “They’d say, ‘no one gives a 
damn about county lines or city border other than you politicians,’” said Young.317 The former 
Atlanta mayor made the point that the highways around Atlanta make a stadium located just 
outside the city almost as accessible as a downtown venue. Furthermore, despite the different 
names for specific boroughs of the city, Young also noted that everyone still existed under the 
Atlanta umbrella.  
 For the city of Atlanta, one frightening aspect of the loss of the Braves was the potential 
for a decrepit, unused Turner Field sitting just south of downtown. However, the stadium has 
transformed yet again, just as it did after the Olympics. Turner Field now goes by Georgia State 
Stadium and is the home of nearby Georgia State University’s fledging football team. The city of 
Atlanta and Georgia State are now developing the vast expanse of parking lots into urban blocks, 
with housing and retail shopping. One article even describes how “each day, Summerhill looks 
more like one large construction site.”318 Refurbished buildings now host local tenants and GSU 
students, with public art and retail flooding into the area. There are even plans for Georgia State 
to build a new baseball stadium next to the former Turner Field as well.319 After the university 
purchased the stadium and the surrounding land, they partnered with a developer to create plans 
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for Georgia Avenue, the main access point from downtown to Summerhill.320 Just years after the 
Braves move, Georgia State is giving Summerhill residents hope for a bright future. Whether the 
educational aspect, the control over the physical area, or a deep-seated belief in local 
development, Georgia State may be doing the best job of using sports to improve their local 












One common thread connecting the replacement of both the Braves and Falcons stadiums 
is the relatively young age of the replaced stadiums. Turner Field existed for only 20 seasons 
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Figure 3.2: Summerhill Rebirth 
Developer vision for Summerhill; this view shows former Braves parking lots, stretching 







when the Braves moved out, while the Georgia Dome stood for just 25 years before its 2016 
implosion. However, the process of creating these two new stadiums demonstrates not only 
Atlanta’s current social and political status, but also the lessons of 50 years of sports history in 
the city. While most of this chapter has discussed the differences between the Braves and the 
Falcons stadium decisions, they were also inherently similar in some respects as well. Rather 
than fall into the same patterns of past stadiums, such as building them in impoverished 
neighborhoods without any actionable plans to develop the areas, both teams came up with new 
development plans, different from anything else in Atlanta’s history with sports. However, as 
with past stadiums, neither team allowed for much public discussion and used their weight with 
city constituents to receive public money from local governments despite concerns from 
objecting politicians and the people.  
Whether or not the new stadiums default on their promises to surrounding communities 
remains to be seen. Moreover, both teams could easily seek new homes again within in the next 
25 years. However, both stadium projects are off to roaring starts. Arthur Blank and the city of 
Atlanta have currently invested $48 million into the Westside neighborhoods of Vine City and 
English Avenue, with a $17 million gift to a park project in the area as the latest investment.321322 
Super Bowl LIII contributed nearly $200 million in economic impact in 2019, while the College 
Football Playoff final saw nearly $65 million in impact in 2018.323324 As long as Mercedes-Benz 
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Stadium can continue to reel in major events after the shine has worn off the stadium and 
investment continues to flow into the Westside, it seems like Blank’s decision to stay in the heart 
of downtown Atlanta will have paid off. Meanwhile, the Braves’ revenue has surged since their 
move to Cobb given the new stadium and development. There has been strong attendance each 
of the last three years, partly due to the stadium but also due to the good performance of the team 
on the field. As the Battery development continues to grow, it is fair to question whether the 
Braves could have ever created such an economic force in their old downtown Summerhill 
neighborhood. As Atlanta sports enter the 2020s, the outlooks for both new stadium projects are 















On a cloudy Sunday in Atlanta, Georgia, 72,035 supporters clad in red and black packed 
Mercedes-Benz Stadium to cheer on their team to an eventual victory. However, the game took 
place in March rather than September and did not feature the building’s headlining tenant, the 
Atlanta Falcons of the National Football League, or even the nearby University of Georgia 
college football team. Instead, these supporters were cheering on Atlanta United FC, a Major 
League Soccer team, in its 3-1 victory over D.C. United. Despite only being created in 2017, 
Atlanta United had become a national phenomenon and the most popular MLS team in the 
country in just two years. Unlike other American professional sports leagues, Major League 
Soccer has a lower skill level and a less prestigious reputation compared to other worldwide 
leagues such as the English Premier League and Spain’s La Liga. Nevertheless, the level of local 
support for Atlanta United had grown to a magnitude rivaling some of the top clubs in the world. 
The attendance for that March 2018 game against D.C. United made it the fourth-most attended 
soccer match in the world that weekend, trailing only games that featured European giants such 
as Manchester United, Bayern Munich, and Liverpool.325  
 That game was not an anomaly, as Atlanta United jumped to the top of MLS in several 
important metrics during the club’s first few years of existence. Atlanta United won the MLS 
Cup during the 2018 season, during which the team averaged 12,400 more fans per game than 
the next closest MLS team.326 Atlanta United topped Forbes’ 2019 ranking for most valuable 
MLS teams at $500 million and accounted for 25% of league merchandise sales in their 
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inaugural season.327328 Not only has Atlanta United become one of the most popular teams in 
Major League Soccer, but it is also competing with Atlanta’s other professional teams for the 
title of most popular team in the city.  
 The reasoning behind the rise of Atlanta United in the city speaks to the shifting 
demographics of the city’s population and its evolution into even more of an urban city distinct 
from the rest of the American South. One reason behind the success is the relative lack of fan 
connection to MLS teams in other cities, given that the league has only existed since 1996.329 A 
2016 study by WABE, Atlanta’s local NPR station, showed that 37% of Atlanta’s population 
relocated to the city rather than growing up in it.330 Many Atlantans have familial ties to other 
professional baseball or football teams outside of Atlanta. Braves games against the Chicago 
Cubs or Boston Red Sox often feature a large section of vocal opposing fans. However, the 
novelty of MLS and Atlanta United provided a unique chance for Atlanta’s transplants to latch 
on to a common cause. One member of an Atlanta United supporters’ section noted how “for 10 
years, (he) didn’t look at Atlanta as (his) home. Now, Atlanta United is the glue to the 
community for (him).”331 Atlanta United has provided a common cause that all Atlantans have 
rallied behind.  
Another aspect of the soccer phenomenon was not just the population growth of the 
Metro Atlanta area, but rather the diversity driving that growth. Between 2010 and 2018, the 
population of the metro area grew 8% according to a study by the U.S. Census Bureau. However, 
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the white population grew only 3.8% despite retaining a slight majority. The growth stemmed 
from minority communities, as the black population grew by 17%, the Latino population by 
14%, and the Asian population by 31%.332 Given soccer’s popularity internationally, the 
overwhelming success of Atlanta United is a tangible sign of the growth of minority populations 
in the greater Atlanta area. The team is also representative of the LGBTQ portion of Atlanta’s 
citizens. The “All Stripes” supporters’ group was created for LGBTQ fans of the team, with a 
Facebook group of almost 1,400 members.333 Frequently, rainbow flags fly in the fan section at 
Atlanta United matches. While the All Stripes have not had a perfect experience with the club, 
Atlanta’s growing LGBTQ community has been represented more at Atlanta United matches 
than at any other major professional sporting event in Atlanta.334 
 The rise of Atlanta United and the club’s representation of so much of Atlanta’s 
population is the latest example of the city using sports to represent a cultural identity. The Ali-
Quarry fight in 1970 demonstrated Atlanta’s status as the “Black Mecca” of the United States, 
bringing out the biggest African American stars and rallying Atlanta’s black community around 
a black icon. The arrival of the Braves and Falcons, while not entirely representative of all 
Atlantans, demonstrated Atlanta’s move onto the national scene and the aspirations of civic 
growth among the city’s leaders. Hosting the 1996 Olympics allowed Atlanta’s politicians and 
business leaders, such as Billy Payne and Andrew Young, to demonstrate the collective 
determination of Atlanta’s citizens to showcase their city on an international stage. Perhaps the 
best example of identity through sports among Atlantans is college football in the Southeastern 
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Conference, as almost every Atlantan has some sort of die-hard affiliation to a university in the 
states of Georgia, Alabama, South Carolina or Tennessee.  
 This paper has explored the dynamics of civic identity, public policy, urban development, 
and race through the industry of major professional sports in the city of Atlanta. All major U.S. 
cities have balanced the benefits and detriments of using public money and land for sports 
stadiums and events, arguing that the economic benefits of having teams and events outweigh 
other possible uses. Atlanta, unlike older cities such as New York, Boston, and Chicago, does not 
have any franchises with longstanding traditions and histories. Instead, its franchises arrived as 
the city’s leaders looked to expand economically and move past the looming spectre of the Jim 
Crow era. The sports industry in Atlanta exists in order to make money and drive the city’s 
reputation, which both help the city’s business elite. Rather than commit the money used to build 
stadiums to fix roads and create public programs, city leaders believed that a greater international 
reputation for Atlanta built through large sporting moments would help attract residents and 
businesses to the city in the long run. Furthermore, these leaders have hoped that sports will 
provide a common, unifying identity in a city full of transplants. While the results of this goal 
have been mixed over the past 50 years, the rise of Atlanta United demonstrates how a new 
generation of Atlantans are beginning to embrace a sense of shared pride for the city. 
Atlanta’s civic leaders, both in politics and business, have used major sports teams and 
events to advance the city’s international reputation and business prospects, despite adversely 
affecting the city’s impoverished, predominately black lower class. In some cases, community 
leaders have even stated that downtown stadiums will help and advance the local communities, 
like during the Georgia Dome construction in the 1980s, only to leave those promises unfulfilled. 
Major sporting events generally fill one of two roles in a city – either generating revenue for 
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those in charge or growing the city’s reputation on a larger platform. Atlanta politicians and 
business leaders were relatively successful in accomplishing these goals through the acquisition 
of teams and events. Mayor Ivan Allen, Jr. continued Atlanta’s national public relations push and 
made the town into a “big-league city” by acquiring sports teams in the 1960s. The Atlanta 
Committee for the Olympic Games, comprised of politicians and businesspeople, boosted the 
city to an international level with little regard for making a profit. However, these periods left an 
undeniable mark on Atlanta’s low-income citizens. The actions of both the city and the owners 
of two teams looking to build new stadiums in the mid-2010s demonstrates the reaction of the 
city’s poorer classes to previous experiences with sports and their indignation about the effect 
that large-scale sports has had on their communities.  
The problem was never directly money, as Atlanta avoided the pitfalls of other major 
cities by not spending crippling amounts of public funds on sports projects. The Olympics were 
privately funded, while the Games also resulted in a new baseball stadium for the Braves. Both 
Atlanta-Fulton County Stadium and the Georgia Dome were city- or state-owned venues, giving 
local governments a revenue stream despite the large initial investments. While local politicians 
certainly could have spent stadium money on other problems facing the city’s inhabitants, they 
did not overspend public money on sports compared to other large American cities. However, the 
impact on the city’s lower classes came in both the location of the stadiums and the atmosphere 
around major events like the Olympics. Atlanta-Fulton County Stadium, and later Turner Field, 
isolated the Summerhill neighborhood from downtown Atlanta with miles of parking lots. The 
Georgia Dome did the same thing with the Vine City and English Avenue neighborhoods in west 
Atlanta, cutting them off from downtown Atlanta and the Old Fourth Ward neighborhood. The 
monolithic stadium structures created development challenges for philanthropists and city 
119 
 
officials. Finally, the destruction of housing projects and the removal of the city’s homeless for 
the Olympics demonstrated the organizing group’s lack of emphasis on the lower class of 
Atlantans. This history of Atlanta sports and the lower classes directly contributed to the 
decisions of both the city and the teams in the mid-2010s. Both the Braves and the Falcons 
originally played in stadiums near impoverished neighborhoods, but while the Falcons built a 
new stadium nearby and committed to investing in their area, the Braves left downtown Atlanta 
for the whiter and more affluent city suburbs. These teams realized that building a new stadium 
downtown without investing or developing the area around the stadium was no longer feasible. 
 In Atlanta’s case over the last 50 years, the template for using sports to accomplish their 
civic goals has been laid out despite mixed results from Atlanta’s forays into sports. Just as no 
one in the 1960s could have predicted the city’s affinity for a fledging soccer team, how 
Atlantans react to sports in the coming years will demonstrate both how the city has grown and 
changed, as well as whether sports have been either a benefit or a detriment to all members of the 
greater Atlanta area. The name of Atlanta’s MLS team suggests a city united, joined by common 
forces and goals. It is a vision that civic leaders in Atlanta have pitched during the arrival of the 
Braves in the 1960s and the capture of the Olympics in the 1990s. However, as demonstrated by 
the growing popularity of Atlanta United, Atlantans of all races, ethnicities, and sexualities are 









Appendix A: Transcript of Interview with Andrew Young 
On December 9, 2019, I met with former United States Ambassador to the United Nations and former 
Atlanta mayor Andrew Young at the offices of the Andrew J. Young Foundation in midtown Atlanta. Over 
the next hour-and-a-half, Ambassador Young and I discussed a variety of topics centered around 
Atlanta’s history with sports and the city’s history in general. While the interview is referenced frequently 
in this thesis, I have provided the transcript of the entire interview given the unique level of insight from 
one of the most important figures in the history of the civil rights movement and the city of Atlanta. 
Joseph Loughran: I am writing this paper on the evaluation of “The Atlanta Way” or “A City Too 
Busy to Hate” based on the city’s major sporting events. 
Ambassador and former Atlanta mayor Andrew Young: Have you seen the book I’ve written on Atlanta, 
“The Making of Modern Atlanta? 
JL: Yes sir, I have read it, so I have based some questions off of it 
AY: Well you just go ahead and I will give you my best answer based off of it. 
JL: Absolutely! I am starting the paper by looking at the arrival of the Braves, the Falcons, and the 
Hawks and then shifting towards the Olympics, looking at those two different stretches. 
AY: That is a good way to look at it. 
JL: I am trying to figure out my third chapter, whether it is modern developments in the same area 
such as the Braves moving to Cobb or focusing on college football and the importance that plays in 
the city. 
AY: I think you need to do both. College football is on the verge, the impact of Georgia State, Kennesaw 
(State), and Georgia Southern on Georgia Tech, we are going to be like Florida in a little while. Georgia 
Tech will not be able to play with Georgia State before long. Two, maybe three years, and they are going 
to catch them because they are so big. (The University of) Georgia is maybe 25,000 to 30,000 (students). 
Georgia State is going to be 55,000-60,000, I think they are 52,000 right now. They do not have the 
alumni support for recruiting and stuff like that, but they have been in the basketball NCAA tournament 
two years in a row. Georgia Tech has not made it and the ACC was the basketball conference, and now 
you are scattering (talent). North Carolina is catching it, did Appalachian State give you all a run for your 
money? 
JL: They beat us this year, yes sir (Appalachian State beat the University of North Carolina-Chapel 
Hill in football during the 2019 season) 
AY: It is the democratization of sport, but it is also leading to the democratization of America. I was 
listening to (Malcolm) Gladwell’s thing on law schools. He was talking about the fact that in Canada, 
their population is 1/10th of the U.S., but there are 10 times as many people in their elite universities as 
there are in ours. That eventually works against us. The democratization of the economy, sports, and 
education is just plain good for the society. Like now, there is no question that Morehouse College has 
been the premier school in the South for black Americans. Martin Luther King, Jr., Nobel Peace Prize 
winners, all kinds of heroes. Even an Olympian when they did not have a track, Edwin Moses, put 
Morehouse on the track map. He was training in the hall, jumping over chairs to train for the hurdles. In 
spite of the fact that it is the elite school, it costs around $41,000. You can go to Atlanta Metropolitan 
College for $2,000. You can come out of either one, but if you come out of Morehouse with debt, you 
121 
 
have an anchor around your neck that you do not have if you come out of a state school or Metropolitan 
College with no debt. 
We have seen this in New York for a long time. My wife went to Queens College in New York and it was 
$16 per semester. She had to pay only a registration fee. That masters degree, when we moved down here, 
but also in New York, would have made a big difference in her salary, but also the quality of her teaching 
and the amount she paid in taxes. Democratization of the economy has to be one of our goals. With 
minorities, it has happened through music and sports as much as anything else. Jesse Jackson said that the 
reason we can make it in sports is because it is a level playing field, everything is done in public, and the 
cream rises to the top. Getting into Harvard does not work that way. It is a very important part of the 
democratic process. 
I lived through it. I was born in 1932. In 1936, I got my race relations introduction because I lived in New 
Orleans and the Nazi party was on the corner of my house. Jesse Owens was going to the Berlin Olympics 
(in 1936), and Hitler walked out before he could see Owens run and give him his gold medal. My father 
took me to give me my first race relations lesson, saying that white supremacy is Hitler’s problem, not 
Jesse Owens’ problem. Jesse Owens did right when he ignored what Hitler thought of him. After winning 
his first gold medal, he did not get distracted by Hitler’s shenanigans, he just went on to win three gold 
medals. He even said that white supremacy and Nazism was a sickness and you do not let sick people 
distract you. You have to understand them, you have to stay out of their way. But you do not let it get you 
upset. I am poor, and they taught you in Sunday School that God made of one blood all the nations of the 
world, and that is all you have to worry about and hope that someday we have a world in which 
everybody understands that and we can get along. 
Starting with Jesse Owens at four years old, and then Joe Lewis coming after that. The interesting thing 
about Joe Lewis is that he was fighting Max Schmeling, who was a German. The Germans around that 
time were sinking ships off the coast of Georgia, so Germany was clearly an enemy. It was hard for white 
people to root for a German, even though he was white, so they started rooting for Joe Lewis. So Joe 
Lewis came along around 1938, 1939. The next round was Jackie Robinson and the major leagues, which 
I think was 1947. That was eight years before the Supreme Court integrated sports in 1955, but Congress 
did not act until 1964. Clearly, there were no black basketball players on any major college team when I 
was growing up. By the time I got out of graduate school, I went to college in 1947, and that was when 
the first black player played in the Ivy Leagues, played for Princeton. But he was also a Navy V-12 that 
was sent to Princeton. By the time I graduated from college, by the 1950s, somewhere in there Bill 
Russell and the University of San Francisco took over basketball, then UCLA. Then it moved to New 
York, Bob Cousy and Boston, then down to Dean Smith and North Carolina and Krzyzewski and Duke. 
There is a story I have heard but cannot confirm. When Duke was national champions, South Carolina 
State, the black university in South Carolina, had a really good basketball team. They used to play on 
Sunday mornings in a gym away from either campus. The black college would always beat Duke. What I 
remember was Dean Smith and the “Four Corners,” moving the ball and keeping the floor spread. 
Michael Jordan upset that. There was a story that the only person who could keep Michael Jordan under 
20 points was Dean Smith’s system (laughs). Eventually that broke, and I think it was Duke that started to 
run and gun, but as it integrated the game changed. When I was growing up dunking was illegal because 
no white people could dunk (laughs). Until a guy came along, (George) Mikan, who was a seven-footer 
from Minnesota. When he came along and started dunking, they made it legal.  
Sport and art and music are the avant-garde aspects of a society. They always go first. Team sports are 
slower than individual sports. It only took one man to run a four-minute mile or break ten seconds in the 
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100-meter sprint. Once one person did it, everybody could do it. I was listening in and they were talking 
about how the Baltimore Ravens are winning now, but that they are winning because they changed their 
whole system to suit (quarterback) Lamar Jackson. The Falcons would not quite do that for Michael Vick, 
so Vick did not have quite the impact as Jackson even though he had all the abilities. Now Jackson was 
recruited by the first black general manager, who played football at Alabama, Ozzie Newsome.  
The Braves, also. When the Braves came here, their general manager was (Hank’s) brother-in-law, Bill 
Lucas. A lot of these young pitchers around the rural South, Bill Lucas had a way of finding them. I am 
forgetting the guy’s name, Leo Mazzone, had a touch with pitchers. Bill Lucas could recruit these kids 
with good arms and Mazzone would teach them how to pitch. That was the way to build up a dynasty, 
and we did have a dynasty for a while, and it is coming back. 
JL: You mentioned people rooted for Joe Lewis because they could not root for the German, so it 
may have opened people up to embrace African Americans on a national stage. Would you say that 
Hank Aaron was similar when he was chasing the record and came to Atlanta? 
AY: The thing about Hank Aaron that is miraculous to me is that I did not know him when he came here, 
he did not know who I was. But I was standing out in front of the American hotel down on Spring St. 
when the parade came by. And I was in the middle of a bunch of good old boys and I was the only black 
person standing around. When (Hank’s) car came by, I heard one of them say, ‘you know we have to be a 
big-league town now. That fellow has to be able to live anywhere in the city that he wants to live.’ And I 
said, damn. No one was saying it publicly, but socially, the city was glad. Several years before that, the 
Chamber of Commerce had put up a slogan. They paid $4 million for the ad campaign, “A City Too Busy 
to Hate.” It has lasted until today. They branded the city for the future. We were not too busy to hate, but 
we tried to start living up to the slogan.  
JL: How did Hank warm up to living in Atlanta? 
AY: Bartholomay was a devout roman catholic. That whole crowd, Don Keough at Coca-Cola. There was 
a whole Notre Dame contingent that were disciples of Father (Theodore) Hesburgh at Notre Dame. The 
(fast food) franchises that Hank has now, he is in partnership with a guy who is also on Notre Dame’s 
board. It went from sports to business and included politics 
JL: What did the Braves and Falcons do for the city’s economic growth and national image? 
AY: Well the Braves in particular because of Hank Aaron. Aaron and the Braves ownership, first 
Bartholomay and then Ted Turner, were all very liberal people. Turner does not have a liberal accent; he 
sounds like a country boy, which he is. But he had a global vision, and so with his buying channel 17 and 
promoting it, he used to have baseball, wrestling, and creature features. That is basically all that was on 
the station. But he bought the Braves and started calling them America’s team and I guess he was the first 
to broadcast all the Braves games. I do not think baseball was on TV full time until Ted Turner did it. 
You had not only art and sports, but finance and technology coming in. That may be the way it works. 
Occasionally, technology starts first.  
JL: How did Atlanta’s black community react to the Braves coming? 
AY: They really embraced it. Dr. Mays, president of Morehouse who taught everyone from Martin Luther 
King on, even taught MLK Sr. He had 3-4 generations of leadership. He embraced Hank Aaron and went 
to the games. He actually introduced Hank Aaron to his wife Billeye, who had a television morning show. 
She was the first black woman with a television show in the morning. He played Cupid and said that she 
ought to reach out and invite Hank on her show. She said she did not know anything about sports. He told 
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them, ‘why don’t you go out and he can teach you a little about sports.’ She was a country girl from East 
Texas, and he was a country boy from outside Mobile. So culturally they fit in terms of family styles.  She 
was working on her doctorate, a very sophisticated intellectual. I asked how they got together, her a high 
society lady and him a country boy from Mobile. And she said, ‘well you forget I’m from Palestine, 
Texas, so my childhood was probably more rural and backward than his.’  
JL: In your book, The Making of Modern Atlanta, you say that “The decisions made by public and 
business leaders in the 1960s often neglected the needs of low-income city residents.” Specifically in 
the 60s but also generally, can you touch on tradeoffs between economic growth and helping low-
income residents? 
AY: That has a problem because it usually has racial undertones. The truth of it is the inner city in France 
is downtown Paris. Poor people do not live in the center of any city in the world. The way America’s 
cities grew up, poor people got locked into the city and the first generation of progress went out to the 
suburbs. They began to congregate more and more people in the center of the city. It made sense because 
it was easier to get to work from there. But once the traffic starts, and you realize that it is taking you an 
hour and a half each way, the three hours a day is one-fourth of your waking life. You cannot afford to 
spend that much time in traffic, so the designs flipped. The people with money moved downtown and 
people without money moved out. What we tried to do here was make it a fair business deal. For instance, 
we bought up all the vacant houses in the old Fourth Ward when I was mayor. We put the addresses in a 
fishbowl. We had what we called an urban homesteading act, where you pull in and pick an address and 
you have five days to go check it out and see if you want to buy it for a dollar. If you buy it for a dollar, 
we will give you $5,000 to fix it up but you have to live in it for 5 years. Usually what happened was that 
was a way we could keep poor people in the center city. It worked for almost 10 years. By the time people 
fixed these houses up that they paid $1 for, people were coming along.  
It is happening in the suburbs too. I paid $32,000 for my house in the suburbs and the house next door to 
me sold for $350,000 last year. They would probably offer me $400,000-$500,000 for mine because its 2 
acres of land, 15 minutes from the airport and 20 minutes from downtown. So, the land is more valuable 
to someone else than it is to me. I understood the value of being in that location. I do not care how much 
they offer to me because I cannot replace the value and live somewhere else. But for someone who lived 
in the center city, and who thought of the central city as a slum, the opportunity to move out to Clayton 
County for the same amount of money looked good because they didn’t consider the value of their time, 
they didn’t consider how difficult I would be for them to get back and forth from work. What we tried to 
do during my term as mayor was get churches and the sponsor of low- and moderate-income housing 
units. They worked for a while, the lasted maybe 30-40 years before the land became too valuable for 
them. People who bought them in 1980 are dead now. 
JL: Shifting to the Olympics, when Billy Payne came to you, you were dismissive at first because of 
the costs associated with hosting an Olympics 
AY: My staff was dismissive. At 4 years old, I got the Olympic bug with Jesse Owens. Ralph Metcalf, 
who ran second to Owens, came to New Orleans and was one of my daddy’s dental patients. I actually got 
to talk to Ralph Metcalf. He had won every race that year against Jesse Owens but that one (in the 
Olympics). He was much taller and the track coach at Xavier University. My dream was to be an Olympic 
athlete. I was on the swim and track team in college. I was never good enough because I was too young 
and too small. I went to college at 15. First track meet I ran in, I broke the 200-meter record. It was at 
Quantico and I was still just 17. I figured I had a future in track, but it did not work out that way. Instead, 
I was pulled towards the ministry and civil rights movement, but the Olympic vision never leaves you. 
When Billy Payne came to get my support for the Olympics, my staff would not even give him an 
appointment. They were thinking only about Montreal being $700 million in debt from the ’76 Olympics. 
Before I met (Payne), I started talking to (former Los Angeles mayor) Tom Bradley, and he said the best 
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thing that happened to him was that nobody thought they could win the Olympics and nobody went 
against them. Tom said that he and Peter Ueberroth decided that they would personally take on the 
Olympics as volunteer. He said that you can raise money for the Olympics, but you cannot make any of it 
and nobody in your family can make money. But if you are doing it as a volunteer, simply for the value of 
the Olympic spirit, that is contagious, and you do not have to use government money, which was the 
problem in Montreal. Here, it was those who wanted to be a part of it could give their time. We actually 
had 150,000 volunteers and we raised $2.5 billion. Everybody did it as a volunteer, Georgia Tech 
volunteered their campus and that’s why the Olympic village was there. I tried to get Morehouse, 
Spellman, and Clark to volunteer in order to put the Olympic village on this side of town, but they were 
not ready to run the risk and Georgia Tech was. It really made Georgia Tech a world-class university. 
JL: What did the construction of the Olympic Village do to the Techwood neighborhood? 
AY: The Techwood neighborhood was mostly 70- to 80-year-old people. It was Ronald Reagan that 
withdrew the support. When the public housing movement started under Roosevelt in the early 30s, 
Techwood was the first one. They had poor people there, but they had people in social work, people in 
nursery care. You had a support system, and mostly under Reagan, they cut it all out. Without it, all 
housing projects degenerated. They started tearing them down and the first one they tore down was a 
high-rise in St. Louis. It had become a high-rise slum, though, and it was a social problem. They tore it 
down and that is what created Ferguson. They moved the problem out of the city of St. Louis, and 
because they did not deal with it, St. Louis almost, well, St. Louis is dying.  
We have not done that. One of the things that made it work for us was that 40% of all money spent on the 
Olympics we spent with minority companies. That made a difference. Someone asked if that was too 
much, and I said no. If we get the Olympics, which we did, the day we get them we’re going to get $5-6 
billion dollars coming into Atlanta because we get the Olympics even though it has nothing to do with the 
Olympics, people just saw our city differently. It was closer to $10 billion. The day we won the 
Olympics, UPS moved their entire company here. Air forces, offices, headquarters. Voya, used to be 
IMG, moved their financial services here. Four Seasons built a 50-story hotel. That was the day we won 
the Olympics. We had been doing $5-10 billion in building permits per year since the Olympics, 25 years. 
Problem is, we do not have the authority to enforce minority participation in that construction. But that is 
a new kind of construction anyway, they go up so fast that they do not require the large amounts of labor 
that they used to. What I check on is that when someone invites me out to a restaurant that I cannot afford 
to go to on my own, I look around and always find 2-3 tables of black folk. Black folk are making money 
in this town.  
If you are educated, sophisticated, can handle yourself in this economy, you can make it in Atlanta. It 
does not matter what color you are. An immigrant can come from India with a financial education 
background and do extremely well. Nigerians come here and become millionaires because they have 
experience with money. People who were sharecroppers in Mississippi for generations or in South 
Georgia, it is better because we always had a pretty fair education system in Georgia and North Carolina. 
North Carolina was known for its education. What is driving prices up and people out is that when the 
economy fails in Newark, people who lose their jobs come here. Then Detroit went down, and we had the 
flood in New Orleans. The people who came here and stayed were all talented people with money and 
business experience, and they found this a haven. But it was not caused just by racism. And what people 
who are hollering gentrification are trying to say is that it is all race. Race is a part of it, but like in the 
new project in the Gulch, they were talking about setting aside housing for poor people. They said you 
really cannot do that. Black folk do not have to be poor to live in the city. Let’s call it workforce housing, 
and let’s have so many units for police, fire, nurses, teachers. Affordable housing for the workforce that 




What I am finding is that we are not horizontally integrated, but we are vertically. Discrimination is 
vertical rather than horizontal. A friend and I built one of these big condos, 20 stories or so. The cost of 
the four penthouses paid for the building. These neighborhoods are going to be integrated, but the only 
black people who live in these high-rises are living in the penthouses. There is not as much discrimination 
as people think there is. And this is the other factor that we have not counted on yet. For McPherson, we 
were trying for 10-15 years to do something with it when we finally convinced Tyler Perry that he could 
have a bigger studio than Hollywood out there and he bought into it. Last year they did $9 billion of 
films, and 6 of their films grossed more than $1 billion internationally. 32,000 jobs related to the film 
industry.  
Liberal radical fringe in the black community are complaining, saying he is not doing anything for poor 
people. But they forget, Tyler Perry came here himself homeless and lived in his car for almost a month 
before he put his stuff together. My wife’s hairdresser closed her shop to go do hair and makeup at his 
studio because they are paying her $150 an hour to do makeup and hair. They have to work 8-10 hours; 
they don’t have a regular 9-5 job. They are tied to certain films until they are finished. But it is an 
economic boom which I think is just starting. 
JL: It seemed like everyone in the city pitched in during the bid process for the Olympics. Why did 
Atlantans have such civic pride? 
AY: Because Atlanta is a sports city. We had the largest organized tennis league in the world, ALTA. We 
had over 100,000 members in ALTA when I was mayor. It was very “Olympic,” the country clubs played 
the public parks teams. It really was an experiment. I was a part of it and it always amazed me by how 
well it worked. Race and culture went by the wayside and people started to get to know each other as 
human beings. 100,000 churches signed up to do hospitality for the visitors. Every country had a 
Christian church host that looked out for their members. 
The key to winning the Olympics was the fact that there were 85 votes. I had been at the UN and I had 
been all over the world with my church work and stuff. We had at that time 44 councilors here. When I 
looked at it, no one said it would come to Atlanta, they said it would go to Athens. But I did not see 
Athens, I saw the votes for Atlanta. When I looked at it, I counted 55 votes that I thought we had a good 
shot at. We got 53 of them. 2 of the votes we would have gotten were elderly people. One died right 
before the vote and one could not make the trip from Italy to Tokyo. I saw that we could win, and I went 
to the African votes and I said, “look, it’s not my fault that your ancestors sold my ancestors into slavery 
and made me an American. But Atlanta is an African American city. We have more control in our city 
than you all have in your city. If we were on the continent, we would get a unanimous vote from the 
African delegation. Just because we are over in central Georgia, we still expect to get the African vote. 
We got a solid bloc vote from Africa. There were 19 African countries with votes and 6 countries that had 
people of Indian descent, and during the war in Kuwait, we sent the first aid package of medicines into 
Kuwait and Iraq as soon as the fighting stopped. We had a C-130 filled with medical supplies to resupply 
the hospitals. We had connections of Americans with those descents working with us and knew what they 
needed, so we were the first ones to land after the ceasefire. Those delegates knew this. (Jimmy) Carter 
and Martin Luther King, Jr. were magic names associated with Atlanta. 
JL: What was the relationship between the Olympic Committee and City of Atlanta throughout the 
process 
AY: We were there to put on the Olympics. We were not there to get involved in the process. We were 
not asking them for any money, so we wanted them to stay out of our affairs. But it was the next mayor, 
Shirley Franklin was the community liaison and she was going to be a mayor. Most of my staff in the 
Olympics had been my staff in city hall, so we were pretty well connected. 
JL: What was the working dynamic between the two entities? 
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AY: We had no problems. 
JL: In your mind, what is the legacy of Atlanta’s Olympic Games? 
AY: It firmly established us as an international city. Before the Olympics, people confused Atlanta with 
Atlantic City. I mean, they had no vision. The only thing they knew about Atlanta was Gone with the 
Wind. They did not even associate Martin Luther King with Atlanta that much. But we got a chance to 
give this city a full-range identity of everything from Gone with the Wind to Jimmy Carter, Martin Luther 
King. The thing that, when you’re coming from most of the world and you walk into the Marriott 
Marquis, or the Hyatt, the architectural design, the way the stadiums were laid out, the quality of the 
Olympic Village we put together, people coming from third-world countries had only seen and heard 
about multimillionaires living like that. And here you see ordinary people living like that.  
JL: The Atlanta Games broke all sorts of records and received overwhelmingly positive feedback 
from visitors and athletes. But the media and the IOC were seemingly biased against the Games. 
Why do you think that is? 
AY: I think that it took a while for them to overcome their shocks. One, they require the Olympic 
European tradition, where the Games should have gone to Athens. They disliked the fact that we came 
along and took the Games from Europe. Europe feels like it is their Games, and we had done that two or 
three times in a row because the Winter Games was in Japan and the Summer Games before Barcelona 
were in Seoul in 1988. ‘88 was in Seoul, that is why we put in our bid. But see, those Olympics were run 
by a third-world coalition. The European elite that had controlled the Olympics had actually lost control. 
They wanted the Seoul Olympics to go to Paris. But the third-world votes, and we were part of the third-
world votes, while the press was first-world. They resented the fact that it was no longer their baby.  
JL: What went into the decision to have Muhammad Ali as cauldron lighter and did you realize the 
significance at the time? 
AY: The significance was that it was really Billy’s idea. I had known Muhammad Ali, as both his lawyer 
and Dr. King’s lawyer were the same person when he was having his stuff. All of our Vietnam War 
conversations were mixed up. He and I had been pretty good friends, but this was Billy’s idea. I tell you, 
since you are writing this in North Carolina, it looked like a sky-blue mafia that was taking over the 
Olympics. Charlie Schaffer, Charlie Battle, all North Carolina grads. There were nine families, and I say 
they were aging jocks in a mid-life crisis. They had all been stars in college and they were looking for one 
more shot at greatness in sports. The Olympics came to Billy and the reason I took it seriously was 
because he had had a heart attack at 34. When recovering, he got involved in his church and he realized 
that there was a different quality in selfless, religious service to the world than there was in making 
money and creating jobs. To me, they are both religious, but if you are doing one without having 
experience in the other, you realize something is missing in your life, so this was a new spiritual venture 
for him. It was an impossible dream. To start with nothing and end up with, I think, the greatest Olympics 
ever. I say that because we had more countries than Russia, China, England, or Japan. We had more 
athletes. We had more people involved in more sports and we raised all of our money prior to the Games 
while having almost $100 million leftover, most of which went into the Olympic park which is a lasting 
legacy to the city. 
JL: What are your thoughts on the Braves moving to Cobb County? 
AY: It was not that big of a deal for me because I live one mile inside I-285 at Cascade. I can get on I-285 
and be at the Braves stadium in just the same amount of time I could to the one downtown. My children 
told me, growing up with three daughters, I would get on them about shopping out at Cumberland and 
Perimeter. “Why don’t you all go to Lenox Square or downtown?” They would say, ‘Daddy no one gives 
a damn about county lines or city borders other than you politicians.’ We go wherever the prices are best 
and the quality of goods is the best. It turned out that that is a great stadium for the city. It is no virtue to 
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have all of the sports crowded in downtown because they go on simultaneously. We have trouble when 
we have football and basketball going on at the same time, so to have baseball also at the same time, that 
is another cluster of Atlanta. They may say it is Sandy Springs, I do not know what they call themselves. 
But it is Atlanta and they are the Atlanta Braves.  
What is happening in North Carolina politics? They were the Southern leader; it went from the Southern 
intellectual state with research capabilities and in the last several years it slipped back. I think what it was, 
it reached the tipping point. The tipping point was the toilet issue, which no one understood. Every toilet 
is the same, they made an issue out of it.  
When I came to Georgia, I voted Republican because they were the progressive part of the state. When 
they gerrymandered to make it Conservative, they made it too Conservative for business. Now, we are 
going to run Georgia back, Georgia will come back to the middle. We will end up with two women in the 
Senate, one Democrat and one Republican. But they both will be intelligent, visionary women that could 
represent the state very well. 
JL: You mentioned the radical group that criticized Tyler Perry for not creating enough low-
income jobs. Was balancing the radical liberal and conservative groups difficult as mayor? 
AY: They criticized us for building mass transit. They said it was a trick, and I said, “f--- you,” (laughs) I 
think that street radicals thrive not on reason but intimidation. I came up in the radical movement, and I 
was not intimidated by the Ku Klux Klan or the black panthers or anyone else. I had the Nazi party on my 
street corner at four years old, but I was also going into black neighborhoods by the time I was six at an 
all-black school where I had to get along there too. My neighborhood had an Irish grocery and Italian 
barber on other corners. I had to be an ambassador and negotiator to get to kindergarten (laughs). My 
parents taught me to deal with that, do not show fear, do not run, speak up for yourself. If you have to 
fight, be able to fight and fight on your terms. That was another thing, Joe Louis was not only in my 
neighborhood, but the Coliseum where the boxing was held was there. My father stitched up the boxers, 
and the way he made them pay was by taking me and my brothers to the gym to teach us to fight. His 
reasoning was if you know how to fight, you do not have to fight, and it served me well.  
JL: One last question, what was it like marching with Dr. King during the Civil Rights movement? 
AY: It was really like any other march because we did not realize the significance of it then. We realize 
now how powerful and almost magical the non-violent change of this nation was. We talked about it, but 
we really did not know what we were doing. We were doing what we felt we had to do. The title of my 
first book was “A Way Out of No Way.” That’s what it was, that God will make a way when there is no 
way. 
JL: Do you think Atlanta is in a good state? Is it still “Too Busy to Hate?” 
AY: It is, and the next chapter of Atlanta is we are about to brand ourselves as a global city of peace. All 
the Nobel Peace Prize winners, we are probably the only city in the world with two Nobel Peace Prize 
winners in Martin Luther King and Jimmy Carter. The Nobel Peace Prize winners wanted to come here to 
have a convention. We invited them and started working with them and now they want to make their 
headquarters here. So we’re working with the Chamber of Commerce, and just like in the 1960s, we have 
branded Atlanta as a “City Too Busy to Hate,” and we are moving towards branding the city as a “city of 
peace,” and that fits. Delta will take you everywhere in the world, they want peace. I always say, Coca-
Cola, I call it a “sacrament of civility.” People do not fight when they are drinking Coke (laughs). In 
Nigeria, an Islamic country, when they toast, they will pass out champagne glasses and fill it with Coca-
Cola. The next challenge to our society is how to live together as brothers and sisters rather than perish 
together as fools. That is a Martin Luther King quote. His daughter went to one of our public schools 
where there was a lot of violence and fighting. She challenged them to try non-violence for 100 days. She 
worked with them regularly, teaching them how to resolve conflicts and non-violence in their personal 
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relationships. Then she moved it on to getting along with different kinds of groups and different economic 
levels and different cultures. 
Georgia State (University) has something like 160 nationalities in the student body. Georgia Tech might 
not be far behind. That is the extension of the Olympic Village. The Olympic goal is to have peace on 
Earth and goodwill towards men, women, and children. We will be a city of peace and goodwill where 
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